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ABSTRACT 
As the public’s interest in local and sustainably-produced food continues to grow, 
farmer organizations throughout the country are working to develop and spread more 
sustainable methods of farming for producers. To better understand how these groups 
can promote alternatives to industrialized food systems, I conducted a study of the 
Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota (SFA). SFA is farmer-led and encompasses 
a state-level organization along with nine geographic chapters across Minnesota. Their 
organizational structure serves as the framework of their “community network” through 
which they connect farmers and disseminate the wisdom of their sustainable farming 
communities. My study involved interviews with members of three local SFA chapters, 
observations of chapter activities, and an interview with SFA’s Network Coordinator. 
Through this research, I was able to observe how interdependent relationships between 
local SFA chapter members, as well as between local chapters and the state-level SFA, 
support sustainable agriculture within the state.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
The journey to rediscover my home began in an unlikely place – Italy. In the 
summer of 2015, I spent a month studying abroad within and around the city of Siena, 
which is located in the region of Tuscany. Our class was there to learn about relationships 
between food and culture. We spent our days going on excursions to various types of 
farms, local farmers markets, and restaurants where we got to observe the social, 
economic, and environmental value of Tuscany’s locally-produced food. 
Though I felt captivated by my surroundings, being in Italy also lead me to focus 
inward. What resonated first was the appearance of the countryside. During our bus rides 
to small rural towns and farms, I would peer out and immediately think of the Midwest. 
The deciduous trees and the lushness that surrounded the Arno River were not unlike the 
vegetation of the Mississippi River Valley. By all accounts, Italy is much dryer, but the 
landscapes nearer to its bodies of water are similar to Minnesota’s. And Tuscany’s many 
cereal farms, with their expanses of wheat and sky, reminded me so much of the 
Midwestern prairie. 
I was also affected by the recurring sense of community related to food in Tuscany. 
I experienced this in person numerous times, for example, with the cereal farmers who 
invited my class to lunch as well as with the Slow Food activists who cooked for us using 
their solar ovens. But even more so, I felt this when I learned the history of Italy’s 
sharecroppers – the Mezzadri. 
2 
 
During one excursion, our class went to a small museum outside of Siena which 
held exhibits on the history of the Mezzadria – what had been Italy’s feudal system for 
hundreds of years until the mid to late twentieth century. In one of the museum’s exhibits 
played an old film from 1938, which showed a group of Mezzadri threshing in a field near 
the small village of Murlo. I watched as the screen lit up with men, women, and children 
working with heaps of wheat and a threshing machine. 
At first glance, what they were doing appeared strenuous, but as I continued to 
watch I could see how the people in the film interacted and were helping one another. I 
read from the exhibit how, during the harvest time, sharecropping families would come 
together to socialize, help one another with harvesting, and celebrate at the end of the 
harvest with a large feast.  
Because of my previous perceptions of farming, rooted in memories of my 
Grandfather’s farm in South Dakota, I felt surprised by what I had seen in this exhibit. 
When I think back to my family’s old farm, what I remember most is my Grandfather 
alone with his equipment – with no extra hands for help or reasons for celebrating. Thus, 
before my trip to Italy, food production had always seemed so solitary and lifeless to me. 
I eventually did more research on the Mezzadri when I returned home to the 
states. As peasants, their lives were certainly difficult, but because of their cooperation 
and kinship with one another they were able to develop resilience and even feel 
happiness through their agricultural work. 
Remarkably, going to Italy made me desire to learn more about farming in the 
Midwest. Growing up in the suburbs of Minneapolis, I had never really engaged with 
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agriculture and memories of my Grandfather’s farm had prevented me from thinking 
about it as an adult. But I wanted to discover if what I had felt and seen in Italy was 
happening – or had happened – where I was from. 
I decided that I wanted to know more about the power of community in the realm 
of agriculture in general. And not just to learn about it, but to envision how “community” 
joined with food production could create and maintain sustainable alternatives to our 
country’s current industrialized food system. 
Problem Statement 
The majority of agriculture today in the U.S. is not sustainable for food producers, 
the environment, and ultimately, consumers. Industrial agriculture is responsible for the 
low cost of food we have today in the U.S., but this has cost our society in other ways. In 
the following sections, I outline problems of industrial agriculture that relate to the 
environment, farmers and farm workers, and rural communities, as well as visions for a 
more sustainable system.  
The Environment 
Perhaps the most alarming effect of industrial agriculture is the degree to which it 
negative impacts the environment. An industrialized approach to farming involves 
excessive amounts of inputs so that farmers can produce at higher capacities to earn 
profits. However, these inputs actually subtract from the health of the environment and 
cause pollution. 
One example of this is the agricultural practice of monocropping. Monocropping 
involves growing a single type of crop, usually over hundreds of acres, year after year 
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(Pollan, 2006). With such large crop acreages, farmers must use large machinery and 
pieces of equipment to cultivate the land. These tools not only tear apart the land’s 
groundcover and its soil – resulting in soil erosion – they require fossil fuels which lead to 
carbon emissions in the air (Pollan, 2006; Sullivan, 2004). 
In addition, monocropping eliminates biodiversity, which takes away from a 
plant’s natural defenses. Farmers have to make up for this by using chemicals – 
particularly pesticides and herbicides – which can be poisonous to soil, water, air, and 
local wildlife (Harvey, 2014; Tegtmeier and Duffy, 2004).  
As soil loses its fertility due to heavy machine use and lack of biodiversity, farmers 
will try to reintroduce nutrients by applying chemical fertilizers. However, crops are not 
able to fully absorb these chemicals. Thus, chemical fertilization pollutes the surrounding 
soil and waterways with nitrates (Tilman, 1998). Nitrate pollution is damaging to the 
environment as it causes harmful algal blooms, anoxia, as well as further loss of diversity 
among plant and animal life (B. Loeks-Johnson, personal communication, April, 13th, 
2017). It can also seep into groundwater sources and cause health problems for humans, 
such as various types of cancers (B. Loeks-Johnson, personal communication, April 13th, 
2017; Pollan, 2006; Ward, 2008). 
Another type of industrialized farming practice that causes environmental damage 
is the concentrated animal feeding operation (CAFO). These facilities raise tens of 
thousands of livestock in a localized area, and thus, generate a lot of waste. Before 
farming became so specialized, manure was a valuable resource. Today, it is a burden that 
cannot be dealt with easily. Since it is too costly to transport manure to use on other 
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farms as fertilizer, most CAFOs use lagoons for waste management (Tegtmeier and Duffy, 
2004).  
Unfortunately, these lagoons have a tendency to leak, and on many occasions, 
have spilled into nearby rural communities (Hauter, 2012). In addition, this waste is not 
sanitized, which means that the antibiotics and growth hormones used in livestock 
production contaminate local water systems and the creatures that inhabit them 
(Tegtmeier and Duffy, 2004). Livestock can also expel harmful gases, such as methane – a 
greenhouse gas that traps heat in our atmosphere and affects the climate (Tegtmeier and 
Duffy, 2004). 
The philosophy behind industrial agriculture is to make profits, which means 
going against the earth’s natural processes to produce as much food as possible. Industrial 
farmers have no choice but to continue to negatively affect the environment by using 
monocropping, large machinery, chemicals, and CAFOs. 
Sustainable agriculture involves a different philosophy. Rather than going against 
nature, sustainable farming is meant to partner with it: to maintain its health so that we 
can continue to cultivate for many years to come. Thus, a vision for sustainable farming 
practices would involve integrating different techniques such as “crop rotation, 
conservation tillage, raising animals on pasture and natural fertilization” to produce food 
(Sustainable Alternatives, 2017, para.1; Solberg, 2017). Ultimately, these practices would 
nourish and protect farmland without causing environmental degradation. 
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Farmers and Farm Workers 
 Once more, with an industrialized food system focused primarily on production, 
both farmers and farm workers face mistreatment at the hands of large agribusinesses 
and much of the U.S.’s agricultural production is a result of contract farming 
(MacDonald, 2015). For farmers, these contracts guarantee a known buyer at a known 
price – acting as a tool to hedge their risk. However, farmers commonly find themselves 
in financially vulnerable situations and with less independence. 
Contract farming with chickens can be especially dubious. For example, in order to 
do business with poultry companies, farmers must use their own farms as collateral to 
acquire loans and pay for buildings and equipment that are necessary for production 
(Taylor and Domina, 2002). The poultry companies then provide the chickens, but 
farmers have no control over what breed or how the chickens should be raised. In 
addition, farmers are often obligated to purchase feed and other products from the same 
companies that own their chickens (Local Business, 2017, para. 1). 
Agribusinesses can also set unfair terms in their contracts, such as making farmers 
spend more money to upgrade their facilities once they have paid off their loans. 
Moreover, these companies can abruptly suspend contracts, resulting in huge losses for 
farmers (Hauter, 2012). Unfortunately, the lack of economic opportunity in nearby rural 
communities renders many farmers dependent on large scale production and 
agribusiness to survive. 
A sustainable vision for these farmers would include a reliable living wage with 
local consumers that desire their products. This would allow farmers to be more 
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independent and to adapt to changing consumer needs without having to make unfair 
partnerships with companies as well as large investments in land or machinery. 
Like other industrial work, industrialized farms can also be extremely dangerous 
and lead to health problems for both farmers and farm workers. Those who apply or are 
around crops with pesticides, for example, are frequently exposed to harmful chemicals 
“via spills, splashes, spray and drift” (Harvey, 2014, p. 68). The short-term effects of these 
exposures include “digestive problems, skin irritation, headaches and breathing trouble” 
while long term effects are “cancer, infertility, neurological disorders and respiratory 
conditions” (Harvey, 2014, p. 68). 
Additionally, workers are exposed to chemicals and hazardous gases while working 
at CAFOs (Harvey, 2014; Tegtmeier and Duffy, 2004; Wender, 2011). At these “farms,” 
laborers – in addition to animals – breathe in gases such as ammonia and hydrogen 
sulfide from the animals’ decomposing waste (Wender, 2011; Tegtmeier and Duffy, 2004) 
These gases are extremely toxic and may cause respiratory and cardiac problems. In 
recent years, a few people have even died from asphyxiation while working around animal 
waste due to equipment failure or improper ventilation (Harvey, 2014; Accidents, Injuries, 
and Health, 2017, para. 3). 
Not surprisingly, agricultural work is not highly sought after by most Americans. 
Therefore, farmers who are desperate for labor often resort to hiring undocumented 
immigrants. According to a report published by the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), 
the federal government estimates that 60 percent of agricultural workers are 
undocumented immigrants, however, “the reality is likely much higher” (Bauer and 
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Ramirez, 2010, p. 22). Of course, these circumstances are not ideal for either farmers or 
their workers as stricter immigration enforcement has “create[d] a pervasive fear of 
deportation within migrant communities” (Harrison and Lloyd, 2011, p. 366). 
Conversely, inside large farms or processing plants where undocumented 
immigrants can simply be replaced, workers do not assert their rights for fear that they 
will be reported to immigration (Bauer and Ramirez, 2010; Harrison and Lloyd, 2011). This 
has allowed some companies to get away with paying their workers very low wages and 
forcing them to work longer hours in unsafe conditions (Bauer and Ramirez, 2010; 
Harrison and Lloyd, 2011).  
 With more small-scale sustainable farms, however, we would reduce the risks of 
injury and exposure to harmful chemicals prompted by industrialization. This would 
make farming as an occupation more attractive to Americans and prevent companies 
from taking advantage of undocumented immigrants. Also, sustainable farms are known 
for offering “better working conditions” for undocumented immigrants as they tend to be 
more “transparent and community-minded” (Immigrant Workers’ Rights, 2017, para. 6). 
Rural Communities 
Farmers’ adoption of industrial farming techniques in the mid to late 1900s 
increased the size and operations of many farms while decreasing the number of farmers. 
This, in turn, changed the structure of our agricultural system and impacted rural 
communities across the U.S. (Albrecht and Murdock, 1991; Berry, 1996; Hauter, 2012; 
Kardel, 2014). Accordingly, various scholars have studied the effects of industrialization in 
rural areas for over half a century. 
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 A common finding is industrial farming’s effect on rural community social fabric. 
Lobao and Stofferahn (2007) define community social fabric as “social organization” and 
“the features of a community that reflect its stability and quality of social life” (p. 222). 
After reviewing 51 studies concerned with “the effects of industrialized farming on 
community well-being,” Lobao and Stofferahn (2007) determined that negative indicators 
related to industrial farming and community social fabric included: decreased population 
size, poorer social class, social disruption among residents, less civic participation, poorer 
quality of local governance, and fewer community services. 
The collapse of community social fabric in rural areas is significant considering 
that these communities were once known for maintaining strong social bonds between 
residents. At one time, Flora et al. (1992) insist that rural “people turned to their 
communities for nearly everything” and the “intimate social context” of rural life made it 
“more likely” that residents carried out “values such as honesty and neighborliness” (p. 14, 
65). These values kept rural communities stable as people helped one another to live off 
the land. 
Lobao and Stofferahn (2007) suggest that industrial agriculture prompts these 
effects by establishing the quantity and quality of jobs, which determine the “population 
size and social composition” of rural areas (p. 228). This, in turn, affects “social conflict, 
family stability, … class structure, community participation, and purchasing patterns” 
within a local community (p. 228).  
As industrial farming requires fewer farmsteads, and therefore fewer farmers, a 
rural community “based on agricultural businesses” can be hard to maintain (Bell, 2004, 
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p. 59). But the effects of this go deeper than just lacking a robust local economy. As Bell 
states (2004): 
The effect of agricultural structure on community is not just a matter of economic 
vitality… It’s also a matter of the quality of human ties… In rural Iowa, neighbors 
mean more than what or who is adjacent to some place. They mean a social 
relationship. People talk about going out “to neighbor” with the family next door. 
They talk about the importance of “neighboring” with others – that is, helping out 
in times of need, and also for pure sociability… But a common complaint that we 
heard about current times is the decline in neighboring and visiting (p. 59). 
Again, a vision for sustainable farming and rural communities would include an increase 
in the number of farms. This would mean more people on the land, closer neighbors, and 
thus, would help bring back viable rural communities. 
The Study 
Though conventional agriculture continues to dominate food production in the 
U.S., the rise of the “local food movement” has encouraged consumers to want and 
support more sustainable methods of farming. Moreover, what appears to be driving this 
movement is collaboration between individuals and groups within various localities and 
states (Low et al., 2015). Some examples of this would be the collaboration between local 
community members, food producers and government institutions, grassroots 
organizations, and/or farmer networks. 
Therefore, to better understand how this promotes sustainable agriculture, I set 
out to do a study of a group of people whose goals were just that. Fortunately, I was able 
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to find such an organization in Minnesota. Why Minnesota? As I stated earlier in my 
introduction, I wanted to learn more about agriculture in the context of my home. I had 
not given much thought to farming previously and its role in the history of where I grew 
up, the local economy, culture, or the environment.  
My past indifference is remarkable considering that agriculture is very significant 
in the state. For instance, Minnesota ranks fifth in the country for agricultural production 
with 26 million acres of farmland and nearly 75,000 farms. What is more, agriculture 
generates 21.2 billion dollars each year for the state’s economy (Ye, 2015). Minnesota is 
also home to some of the largest agribusinesses and food retailers in the U.S. – e.g. 
Cargill, General Mills, Crystal Farms, Hormel and Kemps – which all depend on industrial 
agriculture for their products. Thus, in addition to Minnesota being my home state, I 
decided it would be an interesting setting to examine efforts to support sustainable 
farming since industrial agriculture is so prevalent there. 
Introduction to the Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota 
Established in 1990, the Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota (SFA) is a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that serves sustainable farming communities in separate 
regions across the state of Minnesota. Members of Minnesota’s Land Stewardship Project 
(LSP) formed SFA to provide “a community network for farmers, growers, producers, and 
supporters” (SFA Volunteer Handbook, What is SFA?, para. 1). Their goal was, and still is, 
to spread “the wisdom of community” to educate as well as enhance the farms and 
communities of SFA members (SFA Volunteer Handbook, What is SFA?, para. 1). 
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Today, SFA encompasses nine geographic (local) chapters and four interest-based 
networking groups around the state. Anyone can become an SFA member or volunteer 
with their organization including entire farms and other businesses. Those interested in 
forming chapters do so at the local level, however, SFA staff provide assistance and 
resources from the state-level as well. Professional staff positions include: an Executive 
Director, Communications Coordinator, Livestock and Soil Health Coordinator, Network 
Coordinator, Webmaster, and other personnel when needed. 
SFA also hosts two conferences each year: the SFA Annual Conference and the 
Midwest Soil Health Summit. These two events serve to bring SFA members together, 
educate the public on the latest in sustainable agriculture, and raise awareness of their 
organization and its initiatives. According to SFA, their main focuses are: “protecting and 
improving the environment, building more profitable and resilient farms, and 
strengthening our sustainable farming community” (SFA Volunteer Handbook, What is 
SFA?, para. 1). 
Research Questions 
In relation to SFA, I was especially interested in their “community network” – the 
kinds of communities SFA chapters foster and whether, or how, this enables farmers to 
create and maintain more sustainable methods of farming where they live and 
throughout Minnesota. Thus, my research questions include: 
1. What kinds of communities is SFA creating through its local chapters? 
2. How do these communities help to create and maintain more sustainable 
methods of farming? 
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3. What are the strengths and challenges of their work? 
I carried out multiple methods of qualitative data collection to answer these 
questions. I interviewed SFA’s Network Coordinator and 11 members from three of SFA’s 
local chapters. In addition, I did participant observations at local chapter 
gatherings/events. Interviews helped to gain insight into what SFA does and its 
effectiveness while participant observations allowed me to analyze their actions and 
deepen, as well as form, new perspectives. 
Utilizing more than one method of data collection provided multiple sources to 
learn about SFA and to produce meaning with my study. This also allowed for a fuller 
understanding of their organization and helped to crystallize my findings. 
Significance 
Sustainable agriculture, rooted in local communities, cannot yet rival the 
economic power and infrastructure of industrial systems (Lyson, 2004). However, it can 
provide – for the increasing number of people interested – an “alternative to the socially, 
economically, and environmentally destructive practices that have come to be associated 
with conventional agriculture” (Lyson, 2004, p. 1). Today, SFA is highly relevant to this 
cause as their organization works to foster communities that promote and practice more 
sustainable farming methods desired by a growing number of consumers.  
More specifically, SFA members are teaching one another innovative and 
environmentally-responsible ways to produce while also helping to maintain the viability 
of their farms. And, as a farmer network, SFA offers an approach to reestablishing 
“community” among those living in rural areas by giving them the resources to connect, 
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cooperate, and collaborate with one another. Ultimately, I found SFA worthy of study 
because I believe that their organization could give greater insight into how groups of 
farmers can successfully support sustainable farming while also remedying many of the 
negative effects caused by industrial agriculture in rural areas. 
Thesis Overview 
In Chapter 1, I discussed the problems of industrialized agriculture and why/how I 
decided to examine an organization that can offer alternatives – i.e. the Sustainable 
Farming Association of Minnesota (SFA). For Chapter 2, I review the theoretical 
frameworks that guided my examination of SFA and its local chapters. Chapter 3 contains 
my literature review, which has three separate sections. The first section explores the 
transformation of agriculture and how this affected rural communities in the U.S. Second, 
I focus on the history of Minnesota’s rural communities and what they were like before 
and after the spread of industrial agriculture. Third, I consider the principles of 
sustainable farming and how grassroots organizations are working to promote a "better" 
way. In Chapter 4, I discuss the methodology I used in my study and explain in further 
detail how I applied theory to my research. Chapter 5 includes the results of my study as 
well as a discussion of my interviews and observations. Lastly, Chapter 6 holds my 
concluding remarks. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
Introduction to Community Organizing and Effective Voluntary Associations 
Throughout the course of my study, I utilized theoretical concepts to facilitate my 
examination of SFA and its chapters. Specifically, I drew from political and social 
theorists, Robert Putnam, Theda Skocpol, and Bellah et al. who each discuss different 
aspects regarding the use and function of voluntary associations. Discourse surrounding 
this topic stems from the mutual concern that civic engagement1 in the U.S. has declined 
drastically in recent decades. 
For example, in his seminal article, “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social 
Capital,” Putnam (1995) cites national data from the General Social Survey which shows “a 
drop of roughly one-quarter” in associational membership among men and women of all 
educational levels from 1967 to 1993 (p. 6-7). More recent data from the “Volunteering 
and Civic Life in America” report suggests that this decline continues as only 36 percent 
of Americans “were involved in school, civic, recreational, or other types of organizations” 
in 2013 – a three percent drop from 2011 (O’Neil, 2015). Though reasons for this decline 
vary, most scholars agree that our country’s lack of civic participation has negatively 
                                                 
1 The American Psychological Association (APA) (2017) defines civic engagement as “individual and 
collective actions designed to identify and address issues of public concern.” The APA (2017) also states that 
civic engagement can take multiple forms from “individual voluntarism to organizational involvement to 
electoral participation.” For the purposes of this thesis, I consider civic engagement/participation, acts by 
the individual done in a collective capacity – whether that be formal or informal groups – to better one’s 
community.  
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impacted American society and will continue to do so if we do nothing to reverse the 
trend.  
As civic participation has dropped, so have American’s levels of trust; trust in 
government, and even more worrisome, trust in each other (Putnam, 2000; Bellah et al., 
2008). While the 1960s were not the most equitable of decades, scholars cite this era as a 
time when Americans devoted themselves to dealing with matters of the public (Putnam, 
2000; Skocpol 1996). Many frequently got involved in their local communities and fought 
for causes they believed in – such as advocating for civil rights or protesting the Vietnam 
War (Putnam, 2000; Skocpol, 1996; Bellah et al., 2008). Perhaps people’s commitment to 
their civic responsibilities was the reason why 77 percent of Americans agreed that “most 
people can be trusted” when asked back in 1964 (Putnam, 2000; p. 17). According to a 
recent poll conducted by the Washington Post, that number has decreased to just 31 
percent; with another 67 percent of Americans saying “you need to be very careful in 
dealing with people” (Persily and Cohen, 2016).  
During the latter half of the twentieth century, politics and our country’s economy 
changed so that the interests of corporations and the elite were prioritized over the needs 
of common citizens (Bellah et al. 2008). Our “civic malaise” thus allowed social 
inequalities to flourish along with further hardships for already vulnerable populations in 
the U.S. (Putnam, 2000; p. 25; Bellah et al., 2008). 
Renewal of Community and Civic Engagement in the Twenty-First Century 
Civic participation, in the form of associational membership, has proven to build 
“community” relationships and the capacities for people to work together toward social 
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progress. Without widespread solidarity and trust, or the collective agency to tackle 
pertinent issues, we become powerless – unable to make positive changes for ourselves 
and others. What is more, Americans that do have power, but do not identify or engage 
with the greater public, may end up exploiting rather than helping their fellow citizens 
(Bellah et al, 2008). For these reasons, “a sense of connection, shared fate, mutual 
responsibility, community… is more critical now than ever” (Bellah et al., 2008, p. xxxvi). 
And to help bring about a more unified and civil society, Putnam, Skocpol, and 
Bellah et al. offer related, and yet somewhat contrasting, approaches to organizing 
effective voluntary associations/groups. By exploring the similarities and tensions of their 
work, I was able to deepen my understanding of SFA, its chapters, the association’s 
methods for organizing, and the effects. In this chapter, I will discuss each theorist and 
the lines of inquiry their theories inspired regarding SFA and the chapters that 
participated in my study. 
Putnam 
Voluntary associations and social capital. Before I outline Putnam’s 
arguments that detail elements of effective voluntary groups, it is necessary to explain the 
features that make social organizations productive in the first place. Like other groups or 
networks, voluntary associations are, in essence, social capital. Putnam (2000) defines  
social capital as “connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of 
reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p. 19). Groups of individuals, 
therefore, foster norms which motivate them to help others and cooperate for mutual 
benefit (Putnam, 2000). 
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Other forms of social capital include, but are not limited to: informal ties between 
neighbors, networks of extended family members, sports leagues, fraternities, women’s 
groups, religious organizations, etc. (Putnam, 2000). No matter its size or shape, however, 
social capital has the potential to affect the people who invest in it as well as public 
bystanders (Putnam, 2000). For example, Putnam (2000) states: 
If the crime rate in my neighborhood is lowered by neighbors keeping an eye on 
one another’s homes, I benefit even if I personally spend most of my time on the 
road and never even nod to another resident on the street. (p. 20) 
Indeed, members of voluntary associations intentionally use their social capital to benefit 
other people’s interests in addition to their own. Putnam (2000) explains how “service 
clubs, like Rotary or Lions, mobilize local energies to raise scholarships or fight disease at 
the same time that they provide members with friendships and business connections that 
pay off personally” (p. 20).  
In addition, the types of relationships that exist between group members can 
influence their effects. Putnam (2000) suggests that we can classify group relationships as 
either “bonding” and/or “bridging” social capital. He states: 
Some forms of social capital, are by choice or necessity, inward looking and tend to 
reinforce exclusive identities and homogenous groups. Examples of bonding social 
capital include ethnic fraternal organizations, church-based women’s reading 
groups, and fashionable country clubs. Other networks are outward looking and 
encompass people across diverse social cleavages. Examples of bridging social 
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capital include the civil rights movement, many youth service groups, and 
ecumenical religious organizations. (Putnam, 2000, p. 22) 
Generally, bonding relationships are useful for “mobilizing solidarity” and providing 
group members with support through direct forms of reciprocity – whether that support 
be social, psychological, or financial (Putnam, 2000, p. 22). In contrast, bridging social 
capital connects individuals with information and/or resources outside of their “normal” 
groups. It also broadens people’s perceived identities and encourages acts of generalized 
reciprocity.  
In many ways, groups can embody both bonding and bridging social capital 
simultaneously. For instance, an organization may include relationships that bond within 
the lines of ethnicity, but then bridge across the social classes – Putnam (2000) cites the 
Black Church as an example. 
Voluntary associations and local democracy. Groups which foster social 
capital are also fundamental to democracy as they help to maintain “the health of 
ourpublic institutions” – that is, the institutions that we as citizens have in common that 
are upheld by the government (Putnam, 2000, p. 336). This is due to the fact that such 
groups, especially voluntary associations, enable citizens to develop and perform 
democratic practices that address public institutions and other matters relevant to our 
communities (Putnam, 2000).  
Putnam (2000) argues that the key to organizing and sustaining civic groups is to 
do so locally. For within our local neighborhoods – where we live, work, learn, worship, 
and play – we gather often, face-to-face, and share in dialogues that can influence our 
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behaviors and beliefs. Based on his research of past social movements, both in the U.S. 
and abroad, Putnam (2000) argues that organizing at the grassroots level does not require 
formally established institutions nor adhered-to ideologies. Instead, he asserts that 
localized individuals band together naturally, as neighbors and as friends, to support each 
other and to solve common problems (Putnam, 2000). Moreover, the personal nature of 
these relationships promotes accountability and honest discussion – which can lead to 
actual progress (Putnam, 2000). 
As I mentioned before, Putnam (2000) asserts that voluntary associations affect 
both their members and the public. However, in terms of local democracy, Putnam 
(2000) breaks down this concept further by utilizing the terms “internal” and “external” 
effects to discuss those outcomes that are civic-related. Internal effects concern group 
members – specifically, their aspirations and abilities to participate in civic/collective 
action. External effects involve the realization of members’ concerns and interests in the 
larger society. 
Internal effects. Within voluntary groups, and less formal networks of civic 
engagement, members develop “habits of cooperation and public-spiritedness” (Putnam, 
2000, p. 338). French political scientist, Alexis de Tocqueville, observed this social 
phenomenon while studying formally organized associations in the U.S. during the early 
1800s. Of associational life he concluded, “feelings and ideas are renewed, the heart  
enlarged, and the understanding developed only by the reciprocal action of men one 
upon another” (as cited in Putnam, 2000, p. 338). Group social norms can, at times, 
nurture civic virtues within the individual as well. Putnam (2000) states: 
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… the more people are involved in networks of civic engagement (from club 
meetings to church picnics to informal get togethers with friends), the more likely 
they are to display concern for the generalized other – to give blood, contribute to 
charity, and so on” (p. 340). 
Another way local groups can affect their members is by providing experiences that allow 
individuals to learn the skills necessary for participation in public life. Putnam (2000), 
calls voluntary groups “schools for democracy” wherein “members learn how to run 
meetings, speak in public, write letters, organize projects and debate issues with civility” 
(p. 338). 
External effects. Externally, associations serve to represent the common 
concerns and interests of their members. As a group’s membership increases, so does the 
magnitude of their views and their ability to affect public, or other private, institutions.  
Oftentimes, citizen groups use their combined voices to accomplish specific goals and/or 
gain the attention of the government (Putnam, 2000). For instance, “at the municipal 
level… research has found that high-levels of grassroots involvement tend to blunt 
patronage politics and secure a fairer distribution of federal community development 
grants” (Putnam, 2000, p. 347).  
 “Strong social networks and grassroots associations” also promote resiliency and 
cooperation within their local communities (Putnam, 2000, p. 349). According to Putnam 
(2000), communities that have such civic resources and/or social capital are better at 
“confronting unexpected crisis” compared to those communities that are without (p. 349). 
Solid levels of social capital also encourage residents to pursue economic or other kinds of 
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opportunities together. Putnam (2000) states that “where people know one another, 
interact with one another each week at choir practice or sports matches, and trust one 
another to behave honorably, they have a model and moral foundation upon which to 
base further cooperative enterprises” (p. 346) 
Negatives of voluntary associations and social capital. Obviously, not all 
groups can have such positive outcomes. Many organizations function to take away rights 
from certain individuals or to cause them harm (Putnam, 2000). One example is the Klu 
Klux Klan (KKK) whose organizational structure is not unlike other groups, but whose 
beliefs in white-supremacy are severely undemocratic, malevolent, and dangerous. The  
KKK is an extreme case of course, but it is not uncommon for other organizations that 
maintain relationships of exclusivity to exhibit some degree of hostility toward 
“outsiders.”  
Conclusion of Putnam. Putnam offers tangible ideas regarding how social capital 
facilitates productivity and cooperation. I was also intrigued by the notion that social 
capital and civic engagement are closely tied together. Therefore, it seemed appropriate 
to apply Putnam’s ideas to SFA to learn more about their organization and answer my 
three main research questions. Below are the lines of inquiry I developed based on 
Putnam: 
1. How do SFA chapters organize and function? 
2. In what ways do SFA chapter members foster social capital? Do they exhibit 
bonding and/or bridging social capital? 
3. How do norms affect individual members and/or their chapters as a whole? 
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4. How do SFA chapters empower members to become civic actors? 
5. Overall, what effect does each chapter’s social capital have on achieving 
specific goals that support sustainable farming? 
Skocpol 
The “translocal” influences of voluntary associations. Like Putnam, Skocpol 
has studied the history of several public and private institutions to develop her arguments 
regarding voluntary associations in the U.S. Her work involves historical institutionalism 
– an approach to research which looks for patterns of social, political, and economic  
behavior throughout time. Skocpol has formed alternative conclusions from Putnam 
about how citizens organize themselves into groups and persist. For instance, she 
disputes Putnam’s claims that local voluntary groups “spring up de novo from below” 
mainly because of relationships between people living in “small geographic areas” 
(Skocpol, 1996, Political Changes and Associational Life, para. 2; Skocpol et al., 2000). She 
argues, rather, that these groups can grow out of macro political and economic events as 
well as out of state/national associations that initiate local branches as part of their 
organizational structure (Skocpol, 1996; Skocpol et al., 2000). 
Macro political and economic events. First of all, throughout American 
history, numerous groups have organized in response to macro political and economic  
events whose effects people felt at the local level (Skocpol, 1996; Skocpol et al., 2000). 
Skocpol (2000) refers to the very beginning of the United States when the “American 
Revolution and debates over the Constitution… spurred early Americans to organize all 
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kinds of voluntary groups, even in tiny towns” throughout the country (p. 529). Decades 
later, during the 1820s and 40s, these groups evolved into local and state federations in 
order to mobilize the growing population of U.S. voters. Skocpol et al. (2000) state: 
The American Temperance Society, the American Anti-Slavery Society, and The 
General Union for Promoting the Observance of the Christian Sabbath… all aimed 
for large size and geographical spread because their organizers wanted to change 
national mores and influence state and national legislations. These massive 
crusades appealed to – and helped stimulate – a democratically aroused citizenry. 
(p. 531) 
It was also during this time that nonpolitical voluntary associations, such as fraternal 
orders and sisterhoods, started making moves “toward national projects and institutions” 
(Skocpol et al., 2000, p. 531). In fact, these organizations took on similar configurations as 
the political parties of the day by establishing national and state units to lead them. Their 
main source of inspiration, however, was the organizational structure of the U.S. federal 
government (Skocpol et al. 2000). 
For example, the Independent Order of Odd Fellows (IOOF) became “a model and 
seedbed for hundreds of other membership federations” after emulating “the U.S. 
constitutional order” (Skocpol et al., 2000, p. 531). Like the U.S.  itself, the American Odd 
Fellows desired to break free from “English style governing arrangements” and so formed 
a new structure based on the American political system (Skocpol et al., 2000, p. 531). An 
Odd Fellow lodge in Baltimore was first to lead the reformation by adding state and 
national organizational levels while convincing other lodges to join them. 
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Subsequently, the Odd Fellows established new local and state lodges in 
connection with their national lodge in Baltimore, yet, no lodge was subordinate to 
another. They also developed “organizational routines” that paralleled those of 
government officials. These routines included: “local membership meetings, standardized 
rituals, and the dispatch of elected officers and representatives to regular state and 
national governing conventions” (Skocpol et al., 2000, p. 532). 
Multi-tiered/federated associations. So why did multi-tiered federations 
become a popular organizational model throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century – even for those associations that were nonpolitical? Before wealthy donors, 
advertising, television, mass mailings, and now, mass emails and social media, 
associations depended on everyday citizens to attend meetings and pay dues regularly 
(Skocpol et al., 2000).  
Accordingly, voluntary associations required an organizational system that could 
solidify their presence in numerous communities and neighborhoods across the country. 
After the tumult of the Civil War, “federal frameworks” proved to be essential as they gave 
organizations, such as the Grand Army of the Republic, the Grange, and the Women's 
Christian Temperance Union, “nationwide leadership networks” that kept national and 
state leaders involved with local groups (Skocpol, 1996; Skocpol et al., 2000, p. 538). 
Labeled as “supralocal officers” by Skocpol et al. (2000), these men and women 
were responsible for setting up and maintaining local chapters. Officers determined to be 
good leaders would meet with local chapter members at least once a year to offer 
“inspiration and programmatic suggestions” as well as “foster connections among 
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chapters in their orbit” (Skocpol et al, 2000, p. 537). If called for, they would also 
coordinate efforts to assist chapters in need – sometimes persuading “neighboring 
chapters to support faltering units” (Skocpol et al., 2000, 537). 
Ultimately, however, it was necessary for different organizational levels to 
mutually support one another in order to sustain entire associations and their causes. 
Skocpol et al. (2000) explain: 
Although often discussed as either top-down or bottom-up creations, classic U.S. 
membership federations were actually a well-institutionalized combination of both 
processes. Supralocal leaders articulated shared goals, world views, and identities, 
even as they spread organizational models and helped local chapters organize, 
persist, and pursue varied activities… But they were not bureaucratic because they 
operated on representative principles and relied on the willingness of ordinary 
people to join local chapters, attend meetings, pay dues, and elect conscientious 
officers. (p. 541) 
Additionally, participation in state/national associations empowered lay members to 
become civic organizers themselves. Shared institutional principles, along with the 
common “bond of membership,” emboldened citizens to unite across distances and 
collaborate on important issues (Skocpol et al., 2000, p. 539). What is more, local activists 
could reach out to their association’s state and national leaders if they ever needed advice 
or aid (Skocpol et al., 2000). 
Skocpol’s discussion of the history of voluntary associations in the U.S. 
demonstrates how outside influences have traditionally shaped local voluntary groups 
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rather than just people’s relationships with their neighbors. With this perspective, 
Skocpol et al. (2000) argue that “the key to civic health lies not in local face-to-face 
interactions alone but in the nature of connections between powerful supralocal 
institutions and local or particular endeavors” (p. 542). This argument, then, suggests a 
different theory from Putnam’s (2000) – that formal institutions are useful for civic 
networks to organize effectively. 
Conclusion of Skocpol. This debate between Putnam and Skocpol – related to 
how voluntary groups organize and function – provided a context in which to investigate 
this theme in relation to SFA. For example, did SFA’s chapters truly organize from the 
bottom-up or was the state-level heavily involved in initiating/organizing its local 
chapters? Also, Skocpol’s work encouraged me to learn more about the external 
influences of SFA chapters and the role SFA’s organizational structure played in 
developing and carrying out their operations. Again, to answer my three main research 
questions, Skocpol’s theories prompted the following inquiries: 
1. In what ways have political or economic events influenced the organization 
of SFA? 
2. What are relationships like between SFA’s state-level and its chapters? 
3. In what ways does SFA interact with or resemble the government? What are 
the effects? 
4. How does SFA’s organizational structure influence their goals and their 
methods for accomplishing them? 
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Bellah et al. 
Voluntary associations and culture. To volunteer is one thing, but to  
get involved in the hope of making an impact on society is another. In their book, Habits 
of the Heart, Bellah et al. (2008) explore the role of religious and moral values in our 
society. Like Skocpol, they are not satisfied with Putnam’s hypothesis that voluntary 
groups must be confined to the local level – or that ideologies do not matter. They argue 
that if we regard “community” as just the people we know, or those who live within our 
localities, this can result in actions that are shortsighted and do not address the true 
causes of society’s problems (Bellah et al., 2008). 
This is not to say that local volunteerism is a bad thing, but rather, the resources 
we derive from social capital would be better spent confronting structural problems 
within society that are widespread (Bellah et al. 2008). Thus, like Skocpol’s classic 
voluntary associations, Bellah et al. (2008) suggest that people’s cooperative efforts 
should focus on issues concerning translocal politics and the economy. Unfortunately, 
social segregation in the U.S. has advanced to such a degree that cultivating this kind of 
cooperation has become a challenge. While structural inequalities support social 
segregation – which divides Americans by class and race – so do every day people’s 
beliefs, which reinforce and protect these divisions. 
Individualism in the United States. Americans are separated by class, culture,  
ethnicity, and race, however, a belief we all seem to share “is that economic success or 
misfortune is the individual’s responsibility, and his or hers alone” (Bellah et al., 2008, p. 
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xiv). According to Bellah et al., individualism is “the first language in which Americans 
tend to think about their lives” and we value “independence and self-reliance above all 
else” (p. xiv). In addition, we believe that we will be rewarded for maintaining 
individualistic qualities in society and that these qualities should be considered virtues 
(Bellah et al., 2008). 
Yet, while most Americans consider individualism as morally sound, this ideology 
fosters unjust perceptions of “others” that can lead to negative biases. Bellah et al. (2008) 
explain how: 
American Individualism… demands personal effort and stimulates greater energy 
to achieve, yet it provides little encouragement for nurturance, taking a sink-or-
swim approach to moral development as well as economic success. It admires 
toughness and strength and fears softness and weakness. It adulates winners while 
showing contempt for losers, a contempt that can descend with crushing weight 
on those considered, either by others or by themselves, to be moral or social 
failures. (p. xiv) 
These cultural attitudes often manifest within and between social classes – especially in 
regard to the “underclass.” Moreover, this way of thinking assigns success and failure 
primarily to the individual and rejects the actual circumstances of most people’s lives. 
The story of the underclass. A fitting example of how this ideology functions to  
distort reality is the recent history of African Americans living in urban areas. Shortly 
after WWII, the majority of blue-collar jobs relocated from cities into suburbs (Bellah et 
al., 2008). This forced middleclass African American families to leave, along with the 
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churches, clubs, and other services that had maintained a good standard of living for all 
residents. Numerous Black neighborhoods, as a result, became impoverished with no real 
means for economic or social recovery (Bellah et al., 2008).  
In truth, this event was “a catastrophic economic and political failure of American 
society,” one which disenfranchised African Americans for generations (Bellah et al., 
2008, xxi) However, over the years, some social scientists, and journalists, have 
propagated the “story of the underclass” – a narrative heavily influenced by individualism 
that accuses certain groups, like urban Black families, of creating their own difficulties 
(Bellah et al., 2008). Pieces of this story include that members of the underclass have 
rejected all efforts to assist them, and, even more socially destructive, that welfare 
programs established the underclass. 
Additionally, Bellah et al. (2008) explain how this story fuels antagonism between 
social classes and wrongfully casts blame onto the underclass for recent economic woes. 
They (2008) argue:  
The underclass gives people something to define themselves against; it tells them 
what they are not; it tells them what it would be most fearful to become. And it 
gives them people to blame. The shrinking middle class, shorn of its postwar job 
security by the pressure of global competitiveness, is tempted to look down at 
those worse off as the source of our national problems. If success and failure are 
the result of individual effort, those at the top can hardly be blamed. (Bellah et al., 
2008, p. xxi) 
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With this argument, one can understand how individualism prevents Americans from 
recognizing the actual powers that affect them – such as our country’s changing political 
economy and its true economic offenders. How could we expect that those of different 
social classes, who have been pitted against each other, would willingly join forces to 
remedy social inequities? 
 Other American belief systems. For some time, Americans have lived as if 
“interdependence with others” is not a basic reality of life. However, there are occasions 
when this reality becomes vital – especially when “individual effort alone proves 
inadequate to meet the needs for living” (Bellah et al., 2008, p. xv). In such fateful 
moments, Americans have followed other “cultural traditions,” to understand and 
approach their lives differently (Bellah et al., 2008). There are two traditions in particular 
that “have served the nation well when united action to address common problems has 
been called for” (Bellah et al, 2008, p. xv).  
 The first, “biblical tradition,” is known to most Americans through various faiths. 
It “teaches concern for the intrinsic value of individuals because of their relationship to 
the transcendent” and “asserts the obligation to respect and acknowledge the dignity of 
all” (Bellah et al., 2008, p. xv). Throughout American history, political leaders have used 
this tradition as a “moral foundation” during periods of crisis and renewal (Bellah et al., 
2008 p. xv).  
These religious principles are shared by “civic republicanism,’ which is the second 
tradition cited by Bellah et al. (2008) that influences Americans to respect and care for 
others (p. xv). For example, civic republicanism “guided our nation’s founders to insist 
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that the American experiment is a project of common moral purpose, one which places 
upon its citizens a responsibility for the welfare of their fellows and for the common 
good” (Bellah et al, 2008, p. xv).  
Essentially, the point of interest between these two cultural traditions is the 
understanding: 
...that being an individual – being one’s own person – does not entail escaping our 
ties to others, and that real freedom lies not in rejecting our social nature but in 
fulfilling it in a critical and adult loyalty, as we acknowledge our common 
responsibility to contribute to the wider fellowship of life. (Bellah et al., 2008 p. xv-
xvi) 
Again, as American Individualism supports a false notion: that we alone are responsible 
for defining ourselves and our worth, these two enduring traditions remind us that true 
individuality comes from the connections that we have with our communities and what 
we do to better them. Thus, instead of Americans continuing to uphold cultural values 
that divide, we must reaffirm a cultural theme of “community.” 
Fostering a community culture through voluntary associations. Inspired by 
religious and philosophical conversion, the “idea of turning away from preoccupation  
with the self and toward some larger identity,” Bellah et al. (2008) propose that each 
individual, regardless of their social status, turn their “consciousness and intention” away 
from themselves and toward community and solidarity with others (p. xxxvii). For this 
conversion to occur, more Americans “must recover the stories and symbols in whose 
terms it makes sense” (Bellah et al., 2008, p. xxxvii).  
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Though biblical religion certainly embodies such elements, so does civic 
engagement, which can invoke similar feelings of unity while promoting greater 
confidence in our public institutions. The caveat is that voluntary associations, and their 
members, must in some way aim to help the larger society to encapsulate the true values 
of a “community” culture. 
Conclusion of Bellah et al. Overall, Bellah et al. suggest that more is needed 
than just local relationships, and norms of reciprocity, to stimulate effective cooperation. 
Members of voluntary associations must possess a deeper understanding of community, 
and its significance to their lives, in order for their work to produce meaningful effects. 
Therefore, with regard to my study and uncovering the kinds of communities SFA fosters, 
it was important to learn what values SFA chapter members exhibited and whether they 
maintained a culture that upheld “community” and the common good over individualistic 
beliefs and/or actions. My inquiries from Bellah et al. included: 
1. What values/beliefs did SFA members exhibit regarding their relationships 
with others in and outside of the association? 
2. What were their reasons for practicing sustainable agriculture and being 
part of SFA? 
3. If SFA and its chapters do appear to foster a community culture, how does 
this affect the scope of their goals – i.e. the numbers of people they intend 
to help with their initiatives/practices? 
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Conclusion of Theoretical Frameworks 
 While I am not looking to investigate whether a more just and egalitarian 
American society is possible through voluntary associations, my chosen theorists offer 
multifaceted ways to understanding these groups, the conditions that allow them to 
thrive, and their usefulness. In the end, I used my lines of inquiry from each theorist to 
develop data collection materials – i.e. my interviews – for my study of SFA and to guide 
my interpretation of the findings. I will explain this process more in my methods chapter.  
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CHAPTER 3 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Transformation of Agriculture and Historical Changes to Rural Communities 
What do you suppose would happen if we found ways now and then to do some of 
our work together as a community again? Don’t you think that would be a good 
thing? If I said any such thing in most of the midwestern communities I have 
known, this is the response I would inevitably get: “Well, thanks for mentioning 
that idea, Paul. We appreciate you sharing that. But you know, you’ve got to get a 
grip. Those good old days you’re talking about? I tell you, I wouldn’t trade my 
electric lights and my running water for those good old days of yours for all the tea 
in China. That’s just nostalgia you’re talking about there, Paul.” “I’m talking about 
community values and you’re talking about personal conveniences, and those are 
not equivalents,” I might protest, or, “I like plumbing and electricity too, but 
maybe material progress and social progress are different objectives, achieved in 
different ways.” But it would be no use. We have been taught to use the cudgel of 
nostalgia to beat the imagination out of history. (Gruchow, 2002, p. xxi-xxii) 
Life before modern technology and conveniences was certainly difficult for those that 
lived on a farm. For the entire year, from sunup until sundown, men, women, and 
children performed manual labor and the payout never seemed to amount to much 
(Adams, 1994; Bergerson Werner, 2013). According to Kardel (2014), “during the early to 
mid-1900s, American family farms were merely attempting to survive in an economy 
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struggling with a Great Depression, sandwiched between two World Wars” (p. 144). It is 
understandable, then, that people would be less than willing to return to such a time. 
Yet, in the relatively recent history of Midwest agrarian life, one is able to find 
many examples of individuals helping one another to withstand the challenges of farming 
and to be successful. For a farm family, there really was no other way to live besides 
cooperating with one’s relatives, neighbors, and community members. 
Thus, recognizing this history not only shows us what has been lost because of 
industrial agriculture, it shows us what could be – that it is possible for food systems to be 
based around people rather than private corporations, technology, fossil fuels, and 
chemicals. And, that there can be socially and economically robust rural communities 
built upon people’s community relationships.  
In the beginning of this chapter, I take the broad view, discussing what family 
farms and rural communities were like prior to WWII in the United States. I then explain 
how economic and political forces transformed family farms during the latter half of the 
twentieth century and the effects that this had on rural communities across the U.S.  
For the second section of the chapter, I focus specifically on the history of 
communities in rural Minnesota. I highlight examples of their community values and the 
ways that rural Minnesotans once acted collectively to sustain themselves and enable 
progress. I also discuss what the majority of farming is like today in the state – how 
Minnesota farmers have become more isolated and what the decline of rural communities 
looks and feels like to them. 
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The third section focuses on the principles of sustainable agriculture and how 
community organizations offer resources – such as knowledge and skills – to advance 
sustainable farming systems. I also list some of the grassroots organizations, besides SFA, 
that are using collaboration and partnerships to promote sustainable agriculture in 
Minnesota. Finally, I end this section by discussing other scholarly research related to 
farmer organizations and what researchers have found regarding their efficacy and 
usefulness. 
Family Farms and Rural Communities during the mid-19th to mid-20th Century 
Prior to WWII, family farms were plentiful in the U.S. In 1935, for example, “54 
percent of the population lived on 6.8 million farms” (Hauter, 2012, p. 12). Many of these 
farms produced for nearby markets, were small to medium sized, and diversified (Adams, 
1994; Berry, 1996; Kardel 2014; Lyson, 2004). As such, they were operationally sustainable 
– meaning that the farm was able to produce almost all of what it needed to consume in 
order to function (Adams, 1994; Berry, 1996; Kardel, 2014; Minnesota Historic Farms 
Study, 2006; Lyson, 2004; Pollan, 2006). 
The abundance of farmers during this time period also promoted economic and 
social stability in rural communities. Farm families held bonds of trust and reciprocity 
that encouraged them to help one another with farm labor and/or trade goods amongst 
themselves (Adams, 1994; Flora et al., 1992; Hoffbeck, 2000). They also established and 
participated in neighborhood institutions – i.e. schools, churches, civic clubs, and social 
societies – which promoted the strength and resilience of their communities (Adams, 
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1994; Irwin et al. 1999; Tolbert et al., 1998). Thus, social interaction between farmers was 
integral to both individuals’ well-being and to rural community life (Adams, 1994). 
Farmers had relationships with people that lived in the nearest towns too. These 
small towns provided access to local and regional markets, by means of the railroad, 
through which farmers could sell their produce. Farm families, in turn, were the major 
market for small “town manufacturers and service providers” (Adams, p. 70). In 
particular, they offered farm families necessities that they could not be made at home – 
such as: tools, machines, clothes, shoes, and fabric (Adams, 1994; Hart and Zeigler, 2008). 
The small town was also where farm families would go if they needed to see a doctor, 
dentist, lawyer, banker, or desired to be involved in other social or civic activities outside 
of their rural neighborhoods (Adams, 1994; Bergerson Werner, 2013; Hart and Zeigler, 
2008). 
Family Farms and Rural Communities mid to late 20th Century 
Around the mid to late twentieth century, the scale and structure of most family 
farms shifted dramatically. The direct cause of this shift is still debated among rural 
sociologists, however, what we can determine are some of the main factors that 
contributed to this transformation – such as economic developments and policy (Lobao 
and Meyer, 2001).  
In the following section, I will focus on those factors that moved family farms away 
from mixed subsistence and market farming to more specialized food production on a 
global scale. This will include a discussion of those changes, how they led to fewer farms 
in the U.S., and, ultimately, the decline of rural communities. 
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Economic developments that involved advancements in both chemical inputs and 
mechanization began the transformation (Dimitri et al., 2005; Lyson, 2004; Pollan, 2006). 
As early as the 1940s, farmers started using chemical fertilizers on their fields thanks to a 
surplus of ammonium nitrate left over from WWII (Pollan, 2006). This allowed farmers to 
grow the same types of crops, year after year, without having to do crop rotations in 
between to replenish the soil’s fertility. It was also around this time that more farmers 
began using tractors. During the 1930’s, there were around 920,000 tractors in use; this 
number more than doubled to 2.4 million by 1945 (Dimitri et al., 2005).  
With these technological innovations, which enabled farmers to grow more food 
with less labor, it was now possible to increase the size of one’s crop productions, and, 
therefore, the size of one’s farm. It must have been thrilling for farm families to witness 
such changes to agriculture and see the potential for higher profits in such a short span of 
time. However, for many, the new agricultural system that emerged resulted in calamity 
rather than prosperity. 
During the 1930s, the government had established farm programs to accompany 
the New Deal, which included parity pricing. Parity pricing was intended to compensate 
farmers for the costs of production after the Great Depression so that they could continue 
to earn a livable income (Hauter, 2012; Pollan, 2006). But, in the 1950s, government 
officials changed parity pricing so that they no longer had to cover the full cost of 
production, rather, parity became based on “recent performance” and was allowed to 
“fluctuate in response to changing market conditions” (Engelbert, 2013). And so came the 
first wave of rural exodus during the 1950s and 60s. 
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Then, in the 1970s, secretary of agriculture Earl Butz, began advising U.S. farmers 
to purchase more land and machinery in order to produce greater amounts of grain for 
overseas markets (Berry, 1996; Hauter, 2012; Pollan, 2006). At first, Butz’s suggestion 
seemed reasonable, as he had brokered a deal with Russia to provide their country with 
over a quarter of the U.S.’s grain production in 1972 (Hauter, 2012). Unfortunately, in the 
immediate years that followed, international demand faded away, yet, American farmers 
continued to invest and produce for global markets.  
This mode of production has lasted to the present. In addition, without full-
fledged parity, or profits to reimburse them for their investments, farmers have become 
“locked into a system of low crop prices, borrowed capital” and “large debt” (Hauter, 2012, 
p. 13). Many farmers have simply gone bankrupt while those who hold on have gotten 
more high-tech and specialized – their farms constantly expanding in order to pay back 
investments (Berry, 1996; Bell, 2004; Hauter, 2012; Pollan, 2006).  
When more rural families left for urban areas in the 1970s and 80s, small towns 
began to diminish as well. The local stores and services that had once depended on these 
families for business began to disappear just like the farmers (Hauter, 2012; Bell, 2004; 
Wilkinson, 1990). Accordingly, between the 1940s and 80s “the farm population declined 
tenfold, the number of farms declined by more than half” and “average acreage more than 
doubled” (Lobao and Meyer, 2001, 107).  
Today, most Midwest farmers appear to be few and far between with little to no 
community of their own. What is more, many now perceive other farmers as competitors 
for land rather than as neighbors (Bell, 2004). 
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The History of Minnesota’s Rural Communities 
This section discusses the history of community relationships and acts of 
cooperation that were characteristic of farmers living in rural Minnesota before industrial 
agriculture. However, my discussion of this subject would be both misleading and 
incomplete if I did not first acknowledge the Indigenous communities that lived in 
Minnesota prior to Western settlement.  
Unlike the white settlers who depended on agriculture to live, the Native tribes of 
Minnesota were mostly hunter-gatherers. Yet, they too lived from the land and relied on 
their communities for survival. The relatively recent decline of rural communities, while 
significant, pales in comparison to the losses suffered by Native Americans throughout 
history. 
Furthermore, the lands relinquished by Minnesota’s Native tribes went to white 
American and European farmers who forever changed its manner and use. Thus, while I 
admire the generations of farmers who have lived in Minnesota, they were not the first 
civilized people to inhabit the land. In fact, their communities helped to disrupt and push 
out those who had been living sustainably in the area for centuries. 
Minnesota’s First People 
Before Western settlement took hold in the Midwest, there were two prominent 
Native American groups living in Minnesota: the Ojibwe, also known as the Anishinabe 
or the Chippewa, and The Dakota – sometimes referred to as the Sioux.  
The Ojibwe migrated from eastern North America to the area now known as 
Minnesota during the 1500s. They settled in the northern part of the state where game 
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was generous and wild rice grew in shallow lakes and streams. The Ojibwe hunted, fished, 
made maple syrup, and harvested wild rice for sustenance (Aby, 2002; Lass, 1998; 
Minnesota Historical Society, 2016). They also traveled in birch bark canoes along 
Minnesota’s many waterways, which eventually became the routes of the Minnesota Fur 
Trade (Aby, 2002; Lass, 1998).  
The Ojibwe culture is traditionally known for its reciprocity. Gift-giving 
ceremonies, for example, once “fulfilled the social expectations of kinship” and 
maintained relationships of “mutual assistance and obligation” between people 
(Minnesota Historical Society, 2016). In fact, fur traders, as well as some government 
officials, participated in gift giving to strengthen their economic and diplomatic 
relationships with the Ojibwe (The Ojibwe People, 2016).  
Historically, the Dakota consist of seven council fires divided by the east and 
western plains. The Mdewakanton, Wahpeton, Wahpekute, and Sisseton were of the 
eastern Santee Dakota that lived throughout Minnesota. The Yanktonai, Yankton, and 
Teton were of the west – also called the Nakota and Lakota, which lived in areas that 
would later become North and South Dakota (The Dakota People, 2016).  
Like the Ojibwe, the Dakota fished, hunted, and harvested wild rice as they 
migrated around the prairie plains. They also cultivated crops such as corn, squash, and 
beans (The Dakota People, 2016). In the fall, their families would migrate to where the 
annual hunt for buffalo would commence.  
For the Dakota, the buffalo were essential to their survival as they used all parts of 
the animal. While they consumed the meat for sustenance, they also made clothing, 
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shelter, and blankets out of buffalo hides and used buffalo bones to make weapons and 
tools (Gruchow, 2009). The Dakota relied on values of kinship to maintain social behavior 
as well. Regardless of the person or their status, the Dakota were taught to be “generous 
and a good relative to everyone” (The Dakota People, 2016). They also fostered 
relationships with the Europeans and the Americans through gift-giving customs similar 
to the Ojibwe. 
Westward Conquests 
The exploration of western North America brought white men to what we now call 
Minnesota during the fifteenth century. European explorers came to this part of the world 
looking for the Northwest Passage – an “all-water route through the continent,” which 
they believed would provide another trade route to Asia (Lass, 1998, p. 22). After many 
years and numerous expeditions throughout the Great Lakes Region, Europeans found no 
such passage. However, what they did find, were Minnesota’s abundant woodlands, lakes, 
and its Native people (Lass, 1998).  
The French were the first to establish trade with the Ojibwe. Beginning in the mid-
1600s, French fur traders traveled by canoe from eastern Canada to the Great Lakes in 
order to trade goods for fur pelts. The goods the French gave to the Ojibwe included steel 
weapons, hatchets, clothing, and blankets. The Ojibwe would then trade these items with 
the Dakota in exchange for access to their hunting grounds (Lass, 1998). For a time, 
British trading companies took control over the fur trade, but they developed similar 
relationships with the Native people compared to the French (Lass, 1998). 
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In contrast, Americans were not interested in conducting business with the Native 
people. Unlike the Europeans, who had financially benefited from these relationships, 
Americans wanted to rid the Native peoples of their lands so that white American and 
European farmers could settle them (Lass, 1998). Thus, in the mid-1800s, after witnessing 
the influx of white settlers and the strength of the American government, the Ojibwe and 
the Dakota were forced to sign treaties that forfeited their lands. The government then 
forcibly moved their people to reservations in northern Minnesota and the Dakotas. 
Minnesota’s Pioneer Farmers 
Following these events, the state underwent a series of population booms as tens 
of thousands of American and foreign settlers – including mostly Norwegians, Swedes, 
Germans, Participant 3es, Poles, and Scots – sought to homestead in Minnesota. This 
migration was facilitated by new railroad lines in the west and the Homestead Act of 1862, 
which gave settlers 160 acres of farmland in exchange for a small fee and a five year 
commitment (Aby, 2002; Lass, 1998). Eager to fill their trains with passengers, the railroad 
companies worked vigorously to advertise homesteading in the state. They distributed 
brochures and pamphlets and produced newspaper articles about the land’s fertility (Lass, 
1998). 
For immigrants, this opportunity held much significance since serfdom had 
recently ended in central Europe and many families were no longer bound to live as 
peasant subsistence farmers. Instead, they sought ways to earn a cash income and provide 
“a better future for their children” by moving to the American midwest (Radzitowski, 
2002, p. 18). 
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Minnesota farmers began working together once they had to perform the arduous 
task of “breaking sod” and building farmhouses. Luckily, some of the immigrant settlers’ 
ethnic cultures were already community-based and many Europeans had immigrated 
with their entire villages (Drache, 1970; Drache, 2013; Radzitowski, 2002; Keillor, 2000). It 
should be said, however, while rural ethnic enclaves resulted in solidarity, they also led to 
some social divisions among the different ethnic groups within the state (Hoffbeck, 2000; 
Keillor, 2000). 
Community Values and Cooperative Practices 
Beginning with the first settlers and into the later generations, community values 
and behaviors helped to maintain people’s cooperation. Kindness, willingness to help, 
and generosity were common traits among farming communities. In his book, The 
Challenge of the Prairie, Drache (1970) highlights the testimonials of settler farmers who 
lived in northwest Minnesota during the late 1800s and their community positive 
attitudes. Drache states (1970): 
Emma Erickson Elton, living in the predominantly Norwegian community east of 
Hawley, felt that “there were hardships and much physical work in those days, but 
I believe, less mental strain, neighborliness and hospitality were unlimited.” The 
Olsen’s of Hannaford shared those sentiments: “Life was full of hard work – 
cooperation with neighbors was essential.” In the Norwegian community of 
Hillsboro, Anders Johnson’s neighbors shared some of their crop with him when 
his failed. Ole Olsen Hovde implied they would have done the same for any of the 
other settlers. (p. 233) 
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What is more, neighbors would go to each other’s farms to do labor together such as cut 
grass with scythes or to help with barn raisings (Hoffbeck, 2000). However, one of the 
main production activities that farmers did as a group for many years was threshing.  
Threshing, the process of loosening grain from a crop’s chaff, required multiple 
hands and a machine. After harvesting their crops, groups of farmers would rent a single 
threshing machine to use on each of their farms (Drache, 2013). As the machine worked 
to loosen grain and discard the chaff, farmers would gather and bundle collectively 
(Drache, 2013; Hoffbeck, 2000; Nelson, 1996). This work was incredibly labor-intensive, 
yet, it gave people opportunities to interact, engage in friendly competition, and spend 
time together. Threshing also became a festive occasion with farmers’ wives cooking 
“substantial meals for as many as twenty-five men at a time” (Drache; 2013; Hoffbeck, 
2000; Nelson, 1996, p. 28). 
Third and fourth generation farmers carried on these cooperative practices as they 
continued to work hard and assist their neighbors. Throughout the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, as markets, land, and technology evolved, Minnesota farmers 
navigated these changes by working together and sharing knowledge (Bergerson Werner, 
2013). In some cases, well-off farmers provided financial support for those that needed it. 
Bergerson Werner (2013), who grew up on a farm in central Minnesota during the 1950s, 
recalls how her father bought farm machinery or livestock from other farmers because it 
was “the only neighborly thing to do” (p. 204). 
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Informal Social Networks, Organizations, and Events 
Rural Minnesotans maintained the health of their communities through informal 
networks as well as social organizations and events. Informal gatherings were such things 
as Saturday-night barn dances, card parties, prayer meetings at people’s homes, visits 
with neighbors, and large family/neighborhood dinners (Hoffbeck, 2000; Bergerson 
Werner, 2013). Farm families, along with rural townspeople, established social 
organizations as well. These organizations included: literary societies, women’s 
associations, fraternities, sewing and gun clubs, and 4-H for the local youth (Drache, 2013; 
Bergerson Werner, 2013).  
Some of these groups also hosted events and socials in which they would raise 
money for schools or other community needs. Not all organizations were positive, 
however. In 1927, the KKK held a “Klonkave” in the small town of Meriden located in 
central Minnesota, but the organization quickly dissipated in the area after the event 
(Drache; 2013). 
Past Farmer Cooperatives and Organizations in Minnesota 
Another form of community institution popular in rural Minnesota was the 
cooperative. Since they were skeptical of the free market and its capacity for fairness, 
rural Minnesotans formed hundreds of cooperatives from 1870 - 1940 (Keillor, 2000). 
Cooperatives enabled Minnesota farmers to “obtain democratic power in the 
marketplace” which they then used to “bring business to them, to control it, and to use it 
for their benefit” (Keillor, 2000, p. 3 - 4). Various cooperatives existed in relation to the 
different kinds of products and enterprises that were prominent at the time – i.e 
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creameries, cooperative livestock marketing groups, rural electric associations, 
insurances, grain elevators, farm stores, etc. (Drache, 2013; Keillor, 2000). 
Within a cooperative, each farmer would purchase a share of the business which 
would make them customer-owners. Therefore, instead of using private firms to do 
business, farmers “organized democratically to coordinate transactions, decrease their 
expenses, and increase their incomes” (Keillor, 2000, p. 7). Farmer organizations such as 
the Grange, Farmer Alliance, Farm Bureau, and Farmers’ Union had similar purposes as 
they provided rural Minnesotans with institutions to discuss farming methods, 
collectively buy goods, lobby for legislation, and “learn market etiquette” (p. 340). 
Though membership was normally open to everyone, cooperatives were usually 
rooted in already established ethnic communities. They had many members and were 
“almost as important as the rural church in cementing social ties” (Keillor, 2000, p. 5). 
Common social expectations of cooperatives included that each customer-owner was 
treated “equally and fairly” and, in turn, “that each customer-owner was loyal to their 
cooperative” (Keillor, 2000, p. 6). Unless it affected business, bylaws often banned the 
discussion of partisan politics, however, these cooperatives were like polities in of 
themselves. For example, members would hold meetings, elections for officials, and wrote 
their own constitutions (Keillor, 2000). 
While farmer cooperatives/organizations had much influence over the social, 
economic, and political lives of farmers during the twentieth century, most could not 
adapt their organizations to the U.S.’s changing political economy and the speed in which 
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technology advanced. However, for a time, the farmer cooperative was more than just a 
joint business between farmers it was: 
... also a church preaching a utopian vision of brotherhood, a school instructing 
farmers in bookkeeping and pricing and better farming methods, a party working 
for favorable legislation, a local government deciding which phone calls were 
socially useful or what types of cattle feed were acceptable, a club encouraging 
farmers wives to socialize and to help each other, and an ethnic society preserving 
Old World languages and ethnic social ties. (Keillor, 2000, p. 342-343) 
Cooperatives did exceedingly well in Minnesota, perhaps because of the state’s tightknit 
ethnic groups, however, they were successful in other parts of the country also (Keillor, 
2000) 
With Minnesota’s past rural communities, I found that matters of the farm were 
inextricably linked with matters of the community. Community values lead farmers to 
cooperate while farmers’ cooperation lead to individuals valuing their communities. By 
no means were these communities perfect or completely unified, but Minnesotans 
continued to find ways to get together, whether formally or informally, and build 
relationships that were mutually beneficial. 
In addition, with such strong social networks, farmers could start their own 
businesses – which they also managed using egalitarian and democratic principles. This 
granted each of them individual autonomy and the same economic power as anyone else. 
Today, one would be hard-pressed to find these same social and economic circumstances 
for farmers involved with agribusinesses and retailers.  
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Figure 1 shows how large farms are continuing to grow in acreage with land that was once 
owned by small to medium-sized farms. 
The state’s agricultural production is mostly in commodities as well, i.e. corn, 
soybeans, and wheat, which not only require larger acreages, but also large pieces of 
equipment (Hart and Ziegler, 2008; USDA, 2014). Thus, these machines, along with the 
widespread monoculture of said crops, have completely changed Minnesota’s rural 
landscapes over recent decades (Hart and Ziegler, 2008).  
Hart and Ziegler (2008) discuss what these changes look like in regard to vanishing 
farmsteads. They state that: 
A family cash-grain farm of 1,600 acres is ten times the size of an original 160-acre 
homestead, which means that nine of every ten old farmsteads in cash-grain areas 
are redundant to needs of contemporary agriculture, and the countryside has large 
numbers of farmsteads in various stages of abandonment. (Hart and Ziegler, 2008, 
p. 176) 
Author and conservationist Paul Gruchow grew up in western Minnesota near a small 
town called Montevideo. In his book, Journal of a Prairie Year, he discusses a time when 
he returned home to visit his family’s farm in the late 1990s. He too saw rural 
abandonment and how it contrasted with his memories of a livelier past. The house 
where he grew up was empty and dilapidated while the local school, its playground, and 
baseball field were replaced by decomposing cornfields. 
For the Minnesota farmers that have withstood these changes, they have watched 
as their local farming communities have deteriorated over time. Jim VanDerPol, 
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Minnesota farmer and author of the book, Conversations with the Land, laments over the 
lack of “true” farmers and community. VanDerPol (2012) states: 
My neighborhood has progressed through several stages on its way to extinction. It 
began as a kind of frontier, mutual-help affair that produced ad-hoc solutions to 
problems. It passed through a time when folks understood themselves as being 
sorted out on the basis of success and failure in modernizing their farms, then to a 
gaggle of “entrepreneurs” competing for limited land base and limited profits, to 
where it is today. Today we are former farmers who drive fuel trucks and stand on 
assembly lines, leaving a few bewildered fellows on farms wondering where 
everyone went and how the world managed to change so fast. Not only do I not 
have any neighbors in a position to notice my barn burning at mid-day, I don’t 
have any to notice that we need another barn… and to help us build it. I have never 
in my life helped a neighbor build a barn, either, which demonstrates a kind of 
regrettable symmetry in our rural lives, and a marker for how far we’ve come in the 
wrong direction. (p. 79)  
Minnesota is not unique with regard to changes in agriculture and rural communities. 
Yet, knowing the state’s history does make one wonder what is possible. Is it possible for 
Minnesotans to recapture those elements of community that went hand-in-hand with 
agriculture? Can those elements be used today to promote local/sustainable food 
production for all? And how fun was threshing? 
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Furthering Sustainable Agriculture 
Though it continues to gain popularity, many are still skeptical of sustainable 
agriculture and its ability to produce food the same amounts of food as industrial farming 
methods. It can also be polarizing as a concept since it seems to suggest that industrial 
farmers are doing something wrong both ethically and professionally. However, 
sustainable agriculture is not so much about combating industrial methods as it is about 
empowering all farmers to produce food in ways that benefit themselves, others involved 
in food production, consumers, and the environment for the long term.  
No laws exist that dictate sustainable practices, although there are definitions and 
principles that offer some guidance. For example, as part of the 1990 farm bill, Congress 
defined the term sustainable agriculture as: 
… an integrated system of plant and animal production practices having a site-
specific application that will, over the long term: satisfy human food and fiber 
needs; enhance environmental quality and the natural resource base upon which 
the agricultural economy depends; make the most efficient use of nonrenewable 
resources and on-farm resources and integrate, where appropriate, natural 
biological cycles and controls; sustain the economic viability of farm operations; 
and enhance the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole. (Food, 
Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade Act, 1990) 
This definition demonstrates how environmental, economic, and community aspects are 
all interrelated with regard to sustainable agriculture (Lyson, 2004). Therefore, as 
opposed to industrial farming – which one must sacrifice the health of the environment, 
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their own well-being, and/or their communities for profits – sustainable agriculture 
focuses on promoting all of these elements simultaneously (Lyson, 2004). 
Pretty (2007) expands this definition by offering principles related to the human 
and social aspects of sustainability. He suggests that sustainable agriculture should also 
involve: 
… productive use of the knowledge and skills of farmers, thus improving self-
reliance and substituting human capital for costly external inputs, and… 
productive use of people’s collective capacities to work together to solve common 
agricultural and natural resource problems. (Pretty, 2007, p. 451) 
With these principles in mind, Pretty (2007) argues for a place-based approach to 
agriculture in which people adapt technologies and practices to fit their local 
environments. In addition, these technologies and practices “are most likely to emerge 
from new configurations of social capital, comprising relations of trust embodied in new 
social organizations,” and “new horizontal and vertical partnerships between institutions” 
(Pretty, 2007, p. 451).  
Currently, Pretty’s (2007) assertion regarding “new configurations of social capital” 
appears to be true as evidence suggests that collaboration within and between social 
organizations is helping to bolster the local/sustainable food movement (Low et al., 2015). 
The organization that I study in this thesis, SFA, is one such example, however, other 
groups throughout Minnesota and the country are working to advance sustainable 
agriculture through relationships and cooperation also. 
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Minnesota's Sustainable Agriculture Organizations/Networks 
There are over a dozen grassroots groups, nonprofits, and agencies working to 
promote sustainable agriculture in Minnesota.  
One example of a grassroots organization is the Land Stewardship Project (LSP). 
LSP founded SFA and has continued to partner with their organization in order to 
educate new and beginning farmers in different regions of the state. In addition to farm 
education, LSP advocates for state and federal policies that support farm families 
throughout the Upper-Midwest. They also have their own statewide farmer network 
which allows beginner and experienced farmers to connect and share resources (LSP 
Farmer Network, para. 2). 
The Minnesota Food Association is another example. Their mission “is to build a 
sustainable food system based on social, economic, and environmental justice through 
education, training and partnerships” (Our Mission, n.d., para. 1). They do this by 
managing an immigrant and minority farmer training program out of Big River Farms in 
St. Croix, Minnesota. Ultimately, this program is intended to encourage more diverse 
groups of Minnesotans to farm and to reinforce local food infrastructure in urban areas 
(History of Minnesota Food Association, n.d., para. 1-2). 
Lastly, White Earth Land Recovery Project (WELRP) is an organization founded by 
members of the White Earth Band of Ojibwe. Their work involves restoring their 
indigenous culture and community by cultivating native plants within treaty lands in 
northwestern Minnesota (Sustainable Communities, 2012). In partnership with local 
farmers living on the reservation, WELRP grows different varieties of corn, beans, and 
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squash to strengthen biodiversity and to save native plant species (Sustainable 
Communities, 2013). WELRP is also one of the largest Anishinabe food producers in the 
country. They produce food for purchase through their subdivision, Native Harvest, and 
“for local consumption to address health and poverty-related issues and the lack of access 
to traditional Indigenous foods” in their region (Sustainable Communities, 2013, para. 3). 
Scholarly Research on Sustainable Farmer Networks 
Research shows that such cooperative networks are able to have an effect either by 
helping to support individual sustainable farmers, education about sustainable farming 
practices, or both.  
For example, in a study of the Women’s Agricultural Network (WAgN), Trauger 
(2008) observed how this group effectively promoted the operations of women farmers 
living in rural Pennsylvania by functioning as a support system (p. 120). Many consider 
women farmers to be an underserved population in agriculture that often experience 
marginalization (Trauger, 2008). Accordingly, WAgN combats this by providing resources 
and information specifically meant for women farmers in ways that build relationships – 
i.e. through “interactive formats” like field days and workshops with other women 
(Trauger, 2008). In the end, this network is not just about helping women farmers 
maintain their operations, but about building relationships that can give those women a 
sense of belonging in a field dominated by men. 
In another study, Bell (2004)’s examination of an organization known as the 
Practical Farmers of Iowa (PFI), found that sustainable agriculture is “socially possible” 
because PFI encourages farmers to be better “at talking with others – in engaging in open, 
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critical dialogue – and thus better at the practical matter of getting things done in the 
world” (p.12). PFI therefore stimulates discussion that allows these farmers to develop 
sustainable farming practices that also work with their needs in the state. 
With my study of the Sustainable Farming Association (SFA), I plan to add to this 
body of research by showing how multi-level farmer networks, that include a state 
organization and local chapters, can be effective in supporting sustainable farming 
communities. 
In conclusion, sustainable agriculture aims to align farming practices with the 
environment, community, and the economy so that all of these elements exist in harmony 
rather than against each other. The most effective way to do this is through cooperation 
and collaboration with others. In addition, by organizing around agriculture, we are 
shaping our food production system with grassroots knowledge and values that make 
them more socially and environmentally just. 
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CHAPTER 4 
METHODOLOGY 
I began this research to learn more about how groups of individuals are working 
together to support alternatives to industrial agriculture. I took an interest in SFA 
because of their “community network” whose purpose is to support sustainable farmers in 
Minnesota both locally and statewide. Thus, I decided to do a qualitative case study of 
SFA to discover whether and how such a network could be effective for promoting 
sustainable agriculture. Here again are my three main research questions: 1) What kinds 
of communities are being built by SFA through its chapters? 2) How are these communities 
helping to create and maintain more sustainable methods of agriculture? 3) What are the 
strengths and challenges of their work? 
In this chapter, I discuss the various components that shaped my study and its 
implementation. First, I provide a brief overview of my strategy to examine SFA. Then, in 
greater detail, I outline my study’s participants, participant recruitment, how I applied 
constructivist grounded theory to both my data collection and analysis, and the 
limitations.  
I also want to establish that prior to starting my research I submitted a proposal to 
NAU’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval. After their review, the IRB 
determined my study “Not Human Subject Research” which meant that my study did not 
require their review or oversight. However, they advised me to get verbal consent from all 
of my participants and to keep their names confidential. 
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Study Overview 
I sought out the voices and opinions of SFA chapter members as only their real-life 
experiences with the organization could answer my research questions. However, I also 
had to take into account that SFA is divided into nine geographic chapters throughout 
Minnesota. Because the state consists of varying populations, a large metropolitan area, 
vast rural areas, and diverse farming conditions, it was reasonable to assume that 
individual SFA members would have different perspectives based on their chapter’s 
locality. Therefore, I considered SFA chapters as variables that, when examined 
separately, could highlight the different ways SFA members organize in response to their 
local environments. 
Accordingly, I developed protocols for in-depth interviews which I conducted 
within three separate SFA chapters: Crow River, Greater Mille Lacs, Cannon River. I 
examined these three specific chapters because they agreed to participate in my study. In 
addition, to observe SFA’s “community network” in action, I carried out participant 
observations during two chapter gatherings to observe how these groups functioned and 
to fill in any gaps that would be left by the interviews. Lastly, I interviewed SFA’s Network 
Coordinator to better understand SFA at the state-level, the state-level’s relationships 
with their local chapters, and the fundamentals of SFA’s farmer networking. 
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Figure 2 – Locations of Local SFA Chapters throughout Minnesota. The blue star represents the state-level’s 
headquarters. The larger orange circles represent the chapters I studied. 
 
Participants 
With regard to interview participants, I was aiming to speak with a diverse set of 
people from each of the three chapters – individuals that were of different ages, genders, 
ethnicities/race, and who managed different types of farms. The reason being, so that I 
could adequately explore and represent a range of viewpoints from SFA members. While I 
believe I was successful in interviewing a variety of individuals based on age, gender, and 
types of farms, all of my participants were Caucasian. In Minnesota, Caucasians make up 
91.1 percent of the population, so this outcome was not completely unexpected (Council 
H. A., 2012). 
Greater Mille Lacs 
Cannon River
 
    
Crow River
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In total, I interviewed 11 SFA members. This number of participants cannot be used 
to represent or generalize facts about the entire association, however, my study’s sample 
size proved to be sufficient as themes emerged that taught me about SFA and how 
members organize their groups within and across chapters (Boyce and Neale, 2006). 
Participant Recruitment 
In late July of 2016, I reached out to SFA’s Network Coordinator to inform them of 
my interest in doing a case study of SFA. Our initial contact was through email, however, 
I eventually met them in person at the Crow River Chapter’s annual Garlic Festival in 
August of 2016 where I had the opportunity to fully explain who I was and the goals of my 
research. In that same meeting, they agreed to do an interview with me and to assist with 
recruitment for interview participants from multiple SFA chapters. 
SFA’s Network Coordinator, who is also a member of the Crow River chapter, sent 
out an email to fellow Crow River members to publicize my study. They then provided 
the contact information of other SFA chapters. I emailed each of these chapters promptly 
and introduced who I was, the purpose of my research, and that I wished to do interviews 
as well as attend some of their events and/or meetings.  
Contact persons from the Greater Mille Lacs and Cannon River Chapters 
responded to my email and agreed to participate. Shortly after our correspondence, they 
emailed the rest of their chapter members as well – explaining my study and the need for 
interview participants. Over time, I received emails and phone calls from chapter 
members willing to do interviews. I also recruited interview participants at chapter board 
meetings. 
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Constructivist Grounded Theory 
Before I explain constructivist grounded theory and how I used it, it is necessary 
that I provide more details regarding the role of theoretical frameworks in my study. As I 
discussed earlier in my thesis, I utilized concepts from Putnam, Skocpol, and Bellah et al. 
– who each argue why and how voluntary associations are effective – to think about SFA 
and to guide my study.  
Their theories prompted multiple lines of inquiry in regard to SFA, which I sought 
to address in order to answer my three main research questions. To do this, I developed 
my in-depth interview questions, and my analysis of data for both interviews and 
participant observations, using these inquiries. Again, these inquiries included: 
Putnam:  
1. How do SFA chapters organize and function?  
2. In what ways do SFA chapter members foster social capital? Do they exhibit 
bonding and/or bridging social capital?  
3. How do norms affect individual members and/or their chapters as a whole?  
4. How do SFA chapters empower members to become civic actors? 
Skocpol: 
1. In what ways have political or economic events influenced members to 
organize?  
2. What are relationships like between SFA’s state-level and its chapters?  
3. How does SFA’s organizational structure and routines influence chapters’ 
initiatives? 
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Bellah et al.: 
1. What beliefs/values do SFA members exhibit regarding their relationships 
with others in and outside of the association?  
2. What are their reasons for practicing sustainable agriculture and being part 
of SFA? 
3. Who do SFA members intend to help with their initiatives? 
I decided to take this approach after learning about constructivist grounded theory 
(CGT), which is the use of theoretical frameworks within grounded theory (GT) studies 
(Mitchell, 2014). 
Researchers use GT not only to understand a particular phenomenon, but to “build 
a substantive theory” about it as well (Merriam, 2009, p. 23). Within GT studies, the 
theory that forms emerges from the researcher’s data, and therefore, is “grounded in the 
experiences of participants” (Mitchell, 2014, p. 1). However, by adding theoretical 
frameworks into the mix – as one does with CGT studies – researchers are able to “co-
construct” the grounded theories that arise (Mitchell, 2014). 
Why employ CGT? In my case, I had limited prior knowledge of voluntary 
associations, so applying a few theoretical lenses to my work actually helped to inform 
and focus my study. Ultimately, I believe that my use of CGT enriched my data and 
resulted in findings that were relevant to the purposes of my research (Mitchell, 2014). 
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Data Collection 
In-Depth Interviews 
I chose to conduct in-depth interviews to gather meaningful and detailed 
information from SFA chapter members (Boyce and Neale, 2006). Particularly, regarding 
individual members’ perceptions of SFA, their own chapters, and the outcomes of their 
work. I also sought to hear their beliefs, values, experiences, and stories – not just of SFA, 
but of the current state of agriculture and the perceived challenges, or advantages, of 
supporting sustainable farming. Essentially, I felt that I needed to see the “big picture,” or 
context, for SFA members and why their involvement was significant for themselves and 
for others. 
Development of in-depth interview protocol. The development of the 
interview protocol involved multiple elements. First, the protocol was semi-structured so 
that I could explore participants’ comments, or emergent themes, with further 
questioning if necessary. Next, the opening questions of the protocol were close-ended 
and designed to collect general information about the participant – i.e. their 
demographics and what types of farms they operated. Lastly, main body and closing 
questions were open-ended and influenced by the lines of inquiry prompted by Putnam, 
Skocpol, and Bellah et al. Below is the final interview protocol. 
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Participant Name:                         SFA Chapter: 
 
Age:  
Gender: 
Race/Ethnicity: White 
Type of Farm (size, types of crops, other):  
How many voluntary groups are you a part of besides SFA? 
Opening Questions: 
 
1. Tell me about why and how you became a farmer. Why do you use sustainable methods of 
farming? 
 
2. What challenges do you face as a sustainable farmer in Minnesota? 
 
3. Why did you decide to join the SFA and your specific chapter? Can you tell me about how the 
chapter got started? 
 
Main Topic Questions: 
 
4. What do you do as part of the chapter and why? Can you give me some examples? 
 
5. What have you gained from being a member? Knowledge? Skills? Resources? Support from 
other members? 
 
6. Tell me about your relationships with other SFA members. 
Sub questions if needed:  
-    How do you trust other members of the chapter? 
-    How do you and other members cooperate with one another? 
-    Do you participate in common causes together? Why and how so? 
 
7. Does SFA or your specific chapter get involved in local issues that pertain to agriculture in 
the region/state? If yes, what are some examples? 
 
8. What other chapters/groups/organizations does your chapter work with? The state-level 
SFA? 
 
Closing Questions: 
 
9. How do you think your chapter, or SFA, is making an impact on agriculture in Minnesota? 
 
10. What are the weaknesses of your chapter/state-level SFA? In what ways do you think this 
could be improved?  
 
11. Is there anything else you wish to tell me that I didn’t already ask? 
 
Figure 3 – In-depth Interview Protocol 
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My interview with SFA’s Network Coordinator, was much less structured than 
interviews with SFA chapter members. I also asked them more general questions 
regarding SFA’s organizational structure, the state-level’s operations, purposes, and goals 
for the future. 
In-depth interview procedures. I held interviews with participants face-to-face 
and over the phone. All face-to-face interviews took place at participants’ farms. I offered 
this as an option for convenience so that participants would not have to travel, however, 
it also offered me the opportunity to observe their operations in person. What is more, 
touring participants’ farms seemed to help break the ice and build rapport before 
conducting interviews. 
Experts on qualitative research methods do not recommend using the phone to 
conduct in-depth interviews. They argue that this can feel less natural to participants and 
inhibit complete responses (Irvine et al., 2013). Yet, I believe I was able to minimize this 
risk as I met with each phone interview participant in person and built relationships with 
them prior to our conversations. In many instances, participants also indicated that a 
phone interview was more convenient for them.  
Additionally, I did not conduct all my interviews with just a single participant. Two 
of my interviews were with couples that were both members of the same SFA chapter. 
Studies have found that joint interviews can be valuable as participants tend to reinforce 
each other's statements (Bjornholt and Farstad, 2012; Valentine, 1999). Moreover, couples 
may challenge or adjust one another's stories, which can lead to a more accurate 
depiction of circumstances (Bjornholt and Farstad, 2012). Overall, I found my joint 
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interviews to hold the same intensity and richness, if not more, as the interviews that 
were just one-on-one. 
Lastly, the average length of time for all interviews was around 45 minutes to an 
hour. I also took notes during the interviews and recorded each of them to transcribe 
later on for analysis. 
Participant Observations 
With participant observation, the researcher takes part in the activities of the 
setting that they are observing (Creswell, 2008). My purposes for carrying out participant 
observations included: the need for more information about the practices of SFA chapters 
and to confirm that participants’ actions matched with what was being said in the 
interviews (Glesne, 2006). I was also wanting to observe firsthand whether, and how, 
chapter gatherings fostered relationships of trust, mutual obligation, community, and 
collective action between SFA members. 
Participant observation procedures. I was invited by the Greater Mille Lacs 
chapter to attend a farm tour and their monthly board meeting in August of 2016. I had 
the privilege of attending Crow River’s board meeting that following September as well. 
At these events, I introduced who I was and the purpose of my study to everyone that was 
present. Both chapters also gave me permission to take notes and ask them questions. 
I tried to be as descriptive as possible with my field notes – taking in the sights, activities, 
and people around me – while also keeping in mind the questions I wanted answered 
with my research (Creswell, 2008). Therefore, I recorded my own reflections that came up 
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during these occasions such as new insights or connections I could make between what 
was happening in the moment and in the interviews. 
Analysis 
Again, I used CGT methods for analysis – meaning that I reviewed and categorized 
my data based on the lines of inquiry that I had developed from Putnam, Skocpol, and 
Bellah et al. In addition, I used open coding on both transcripts and field notes to find 
other significant themes not related to my theoretical frameworks (Merriam, 2009).  
In-depth Interviews Transcripts 
To start the process of open coding for interviews, I first read through each of the 
transcripts to look for prevalent themes. Accordingly, these themes became additional 
codes that I used to categorize my data. Some examples of these codes included: “reasons 
for becoming a farmer,” “connection to the land,” “challenges as a sustainable farmer,” 
“local food,” “education,” “politics vs. practice,” etc. 
To code the transcripts, I used QDA Miner Lite, which is a computer program 
designed to assist with qualitative analysis. While coding, I scanned each interview 
transcript separately – seeking out phrases, words, or paragraphs that corresponded with 
my chosen codes. For example, I would code a section of a transcript relevant to Putnam’s 
theoretical concepts as “Putnam” and then write a brief memo explaining why it was 
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coded this way and its meaning. Below is an example:
 
In many circumstances, the codes I used overlapped and connected with one 
another. This helped to form a narrative for each transcript, which allowed me to 
compare and contrast the interviews by their dominant themes. However, I was still able 
to code for anomalies using this method and highlight “extra themes.” 
Lastly, with my coding scheme, I identified similarities and differences between 
the three SFA chapters related to chapter members’ experiences and perspectives. 
Participant Observation Field Notes 
Coding of field notes was similar to coding interview transcripts – I used both CGT 
and open coding methods. However, one main difference was that I hand coded my 
notes. Open coding with field notes also resulted in additional themes, which shed light 
on the practices of the Crow River and Greater Mille Lacs chapters. Some examples of 
these codes included: “food,” “children,” “animals,” “homes,” “formal and informal 
conversations,” etc.  
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Limitations 
Initially, I had only intended to interview farmers for my study, however, SFA’s 
membership includes non-farmers, so I wish have spoken to them as well. I believe doing 
so would have made my study more multifaceted in regard to interviews and would have 
added more perspectives. For example, it would have been interesting to hear from local 
business owners’ regarding their thoughts on sustainable agriculture and why they were 
involved with SFA. 
Timing was also an issue with my study. Unfortunately, I caught many farmers at a 
bad time as I began to do interviews during the harvest season. I also currently live in 
Arizona and had to be back home before the end of the fall. This gave me less time to 
conduct interviews and observations with the Cannon River chapter, which then 
narrowed my results for that particular group.  
Lastly, I must admit that I had some difficulty conducting interviews over the 
phone. In some circumstances, it was difficult to hear my participants. I also felt that it 
would have been rude to interrupt them while they were talking to ask further questions 
or to clarify. In these moments, I wish I would have been able to use nonverbal cues or 
body language. 
After analyzing my data, I was able to draw out certain themes that lead me to 
form conclusions about SFA and each of the chapters that I studied. In the following 
chapter, I go over my results and discuss what I learned from my interviews and 
observations regarding SFA. 
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CHAPTER 5 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I review my analysis of SFA and how my interviews and 
observations provided answers to my three main research questions: 1) What kinds of 
communities is SFA creating through its local chapters? 2) How do these communities help 
to create and maintain more sustainable methods of farming? 3) What are the strengths 
and challenges of their work? 
I start by highlighting the key points of my interview with SFA’s Network 
Coordinator that epitomize the Sustainable Farming Association. My reason for 
interviewing a member of SFA’s staff was to provide a context for my discussion of its 
chapters and to represent how the state-level and local chapters interact/support one 
another. Next, I discuss each of the chapters I studied and the prominent themes that 
appeared significant to their specific groups. I present and discuss these results separately 
in order to give clear examples of the kinds of communities SFA creates through its 
chapters. I also summarize my observations by explaining how my examination of each of 
the chapters answered my research questions. Finally, I review the common themes that 
manifest across these chapters. 
Throughout the chapter, I have framed and selected particular excerpts from my 
interviews to create a narrative of SFA and the different chapters. These excerpts are 
blocked and italicized so that the reader can differentiate between what I have written 
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and my interview participants’ comments. They have also been edited for conciseness and 
clarity. 
Interview with SFA Network Coordinator 
The following section is my interview with SFA’s Network Coordinator, which I 
will refer to from now on as N.C. My interview with N.C. sets context for the upcoming 
SFA chapter analyses. I have divided our conversation into multiple subjects that pertain 
to: SFA’s purpose and structure, community and educational events, partnerships with 
other organizations, relationship with policy and combating industrial agriculture, and 
lastly, organizational challenges and looking toward the future. 
SFA’s Purpose and Organizational Structure 
Twenty-seven years ago, members of the Land Stewardship Project formed SFA to 
promote local connections between sustainable farmers in Minnesota: 
They wanted, first off, to be able to do local networking – help build local 
communities – because at the time it was few and far between with the local, 
organic, and sustainable farmers. It’s like you feel so isolated out there, so they really 
wanted to be able to do that and then they really wanted to focus more on what I like 
to call “wisdom of the community education” – learning from each other. 
N.C. did not join SFA until 2003, but they knew it took some trial and error before the 
group decided to become a state association with local chapters.  
Originally, the plan for SFA had involved local groups incorporating themselves as 
501(c)(3) nonprofits. These nonprofits would then form the association, however, this had 
the effect of making the local groups less productive. Thus, the association needed both 
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lower (smaller/local) and higher (larger/state) levels to function properly (Skocpol et al., 
2000). N.C. states: 
... everybody figured out it was not easy. You spend all your time maintaining a 
nonprofit and none of the time doing the mission of the nonprofit when you’re really 
small. So what happened is that the association became the nonprofit and then each 
of the chapters are like committees within the umbrella of the nonprofit. 
Accordingly, the state-level SFA maintains nonprofit status for all chapters and provides 
them with insurance and networking tools, such as their own database, phone number, 
email, and website. The state SFA, however, does not establish local chapters or 
networking groups: 
It’s not like we go in there and say, “This is now part of the state that will be a 
chapter.” No, it’s from the ground up. Do they want to have a chapter?... And we’re 
set up as an organization in such a way that if people come to us – again, it’s very 
grassroots – and say that we want a rutabaga group, we can form a rutabaga group. 
This way of organizing by SFA is understandable since they wish to serve the sustainable 
farming communities that are already out there rather than creating new ones. Yet, the 
entire association functions because of the dynamic that occurs between the state-level 
SFA and its local chapters.  
For instance, the state SFA would not serve their purpose, or have as much 
influence, without the local chapters. Likewise, the local chapters would not be as 
effective without the resources and guidance given to them by the state. It is important to 
note, however, that the state does not automatically receive financial support from SFA 
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members. Membership dues remain with the local chapters and networking groups while 
the state itself gets funding from donations, sponsorships, and grants. 
The organizational structure of SFA resembles Skocpol et al.’s (2000) model for 
voluntary associations with different federated levels. Beginning at the local level, each 
chapter has a board and elects their leaders. Positions include: chairman or president, 
vice president, sponsor, treasurer, and secretary. Local chapters are also responsible for 
selecting state delegates that represent them on the state’s board of directors. The state 
board then consists of local chapter members and what N.C. likes to call “at large” 
members: 
… folks that we basically recruit for their talents. Paul Berglund, the owner of the 
Bachelor Farmer restaurant, and James Beard Chef of the Year for the Upper 
Midwest, is on our board. Dale Woodbeck, who is the general manager of the 
Lakewinds Coop… is on the board. Anyways, those kinds of people… So we 
intentionally stack our board of directors with grassroots local representation from 
the chapters… and then people that we recruit to be on the board for special talents... 
somebody from the restaurants, somebody from the coops, and somebody who’s a 
professional fundraiser. And some of that has to do with enhancing and expanding 
the network. 
SFA thus recognizes the need for special recruits for their state board of directors so that 
they can continue to grow and make their community network more effective. This would 
not happen with just a local community-based organization. 
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SFA Conferences, Events, and Community Education 
The state SFA brings together local chapters, networking groups, and non SFA 
members interested in sustainable farming, by hosting annual conferences. These 
conferences maintain relationships between SFA members, as well as others interested in 
sustainable farming, throughout Minnesota and across state lines: 
... we do our annual conference, which is in February… and we're pretty well settled 
into the College of St. Benedict up in St. Joseph because it's very central. Not only to 
Minnesota, but we get a lot of people from Wisconsin and the Dakota's and Iowa – 
well it's kind of central to that too. I like to call that one the gathering of the tribes. 
It's like all these different groups of people coming together in one place and so you 
have the goat people there, you'll have the Central Chapter people. And we all get 
together and throw a Monday conference. Usually there's a big party the night before 
whether we plan one or not. 
Hosting these types of events is essential to the entire SFA and helps maintain their 
sustainable farming communities: 
That’s kind of our face. This is how we get the word out. We do events. Everything 
from ten people getting together to do a farm tour, like in Greater Mille Lacs, to 
3,000 people getting together at the Garlic Festival. 
SFA’s main goal, from farm tours to conferences, is to educate those in attendance. What 
is more, members of SFA's community network provide and select the knowledge that 
they share:   
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All of our sessions at the conference are run by people from the area. We don't bring 
in outside people anymore. This is where you go to hear what your neighbors are 
doing. To hear what the other side of the state, or maybe the folks over in Wisconsin 
are doing, and how they're doing it. And the people who come to the conference pick 
the material. If you go to the conference website, there's a window on there called 
"All Our Ideas" in which you basically vote for the topics you want and you can add 
topics... "Oh you want something on fencing systems for multi-species livestock? 
Well, let's find out who's doing that. OK. Let's bring 'em together, get a couple of the 
farmers, have a session.” And because we've done that. First off, people feel like it's 
their conference. You know it's a very populace sort of thing. 
SFA’s Partnerships 
There are two ways SFA’s state-level partners with other organizations. First, 
businesses and groups can become SFA members and support the association through 
sponsorships. Second, SFA collaborates with other organizations to carry out joint 
projects. The state SFA has worked with two organizations in particular, the Regional 
Sustainable Development Partnerships (RSDP), and Renewing the Countryside.  
RSDP, which is also an SFA member, has been helping support SFA’s Deep Winter 
Greenhouse Program while Renewing the Countryside has collaborated with them on 
various projects, including transitioning farmland from old to younger farmers. 
As long as it aligns with their mission, SFA also works with charitable foundations 
to develop and implement certain initiatives. One example is the Wallace Foundation: 
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They have a project called the Pasture Project and the idea with it is to offset and 
decrease greenhouse gases by encouraging pastures... So they basically work with us 
and we get money from them to do educational programming about that. 
For SFA, partnering with these organization brings them additional resources such as 
manpower, knowledge, and financial support – all of which enable them to carry on and 
accomplish their goals.  
SFA’s Relationship with Politics 
As a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, SFA is not permitted to participate in political activism. 
While SFA members have presented or talked with state legislators about sustainable 
farming in the past, SFA’s charter restricts them from advocating for or against any 
government policies. And N.C. seems to take this law, and the reasons for it, very 
seriously: 
… who are the shareholders for the nonprofit organization? By law, the people of 
Minnesota. All the people of Minnesota are shareholders in this nonprofit and if we 
violate that trust, the state of Minnesota can take it away. 
Thus, SFA tries to remain unbiased – focused on protecting their status as a 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit and operating within those parameters to continue educating and supporting 
their members.  
I observed, however, that even though SFA is not working directly to change policy 
or challenge the corporations that promote industrial farming, their members address 
these matters in a different way – and it involves a fairly simple approach that comes to 
them naturally.  
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This common theme throughout SFA involves members trying to expand SFA’s 
community network with industrial farmers in order to convert their practices so that 
they are more sustainable. Hence, some members recently spent time with RD Offutt 
(RDO), a corporate farming business known for intensive chemical use. 
To SFA’s dismay, RDO later publicly misrepresented SFA’s guidance as 
collaboration between the two organizations: 
No, we wouldn't have called it collaborating. Land Stewardship Project, among 
others, just raked us over the coals for it… But where else are they going to learn it?... 
We're here to teach people and we can't discriminate. That's the law. So we do it. It's 
now at the point where RDO is doing cover crops, they're grazing livestock on the 
cover crops, which is one of the other principles of soil health, get livestock on the 
land, manure and nutrient cycling, and some of their plots are becoming models of 
sustainable practices. They're cutting way back on their chemical use in those plots. 
It's only a fraction of their whole land right now among thousands of acres, so we're 
going to really kind of stir things up at the next Soil Health Summit when we have 
one of them speak about how a major corporate farming operation can and does 
incorporate soil health practices. 
I have often thought of industrial farming and agribusinesses as “the opposition.” But 
N.C., as well as other SFA members, do not see it that way. SFA members, who are just as 
passionate about the environment as the most steadfast activists, reject the notion of “us 
vs. them” between farmers. This theme came up several times throughout my interviews 
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and I found it to be an interesting response. Rather than fighting industrial farmers and 
the corporations that support them, SFA members wish to extend an olive branch: 
We can be the portal for some conventional folks to learn about this stuff who might 
be put off by tree hugging organic folks – like me – most of the time. But you rarely 
ever convince anybody to change by telling them that what they're doing is wrong… 
People tend to get defensive and start digging in as opposed to reaching out.  
SFA is supporting a culture that bridges ties with industrial farmers to promote 
sustainable agriculture for everyone rather than just their own organization and its 
members. I will discuss this topic more at the end of the Themes in Common Section. 
Organizational Challenges and Looking Toward the Future 
The food industry has changed a lot since SFA first began. And, rather than 
working to convince everyone that local/sustainable food is the way to go, SFA is now 
trying to keep up with the demand: 
And I'm not saying we're anywhere close to hunky dory, but the whole atmosphere in 
sustainable agriculture is changing because we're a little closer to mainstream now, 
which is a great thing... so how do we accommodate the changes that are taking 
place as it becomes more quotidian to eat local food? Especially if you live in the 
Twin Cities, especially if you live on your own farm? That's as easy as anything else. 
Go to McDonald's. Go over to the coop. You have a choice. 
For SFA, their biggest concern includes continuing to support their education and 
keeping what they teach relevant. 
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… so as it becomes a measurable portion of the population that is doing this stuff 
now then how do we change as an organization to further accommodate and 
continue the mission of education? If we just keep teaching the same lessons, you 
know, these people aren't in kindergarten anymore. They’re onto the advanced 
classes. So the organization is looking at, “where do we go from here?” 
On top of everything else, SFA is in a stage of transition. Their organization has been 
successful, which means they have the opportunity to grow financially – from a nonprofit 
that runs on $350,000 a year to one that runs on millions. However, N.C. is concerned 
that shifting to a larger nonprofit will jeopardize their purpose: 
You know maybe we're the most effective where we are, and that doesn't mean you're 
stagnant, it means that you're doing the work at this level and… we're really doing 
some effective work. Would we dilute that, would we lose that if we tried to make the 
jump to the next level? People come to events like the Garlic Festival, like our annual 
conference and they are happy. They're having a good time. They're enjoying the 
community of it. 
N.C. also considers whether organized networking at the state-level is still something that 
needs to happen since people can form networks on their own: 
Well, if you ask the Mille Lacs Chapter people, they're really excited to be part of it 
and then just south of them is the East Central Chapter, they're even newer... And 
then suddenly it’s like, "we want this." Suddenly the concept catches on then. So 
maybe that's where we’re needing to go. Really focus on those local back to the 
grassroots things.  
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I concluded my interview with N.C. by asking him what they thought is the biggest effect 
SFA is having on its members. This was their response: 
They're talking to each other… we’re the farmer-to-farmer network. That's the big 
effect we have. We keep providing these situations, structures, opportunities for 
people to easily connect with each other. Everything from forming a chapter, to 
forming a network group, to having a Garlic Festival. 
Summary of Interview with SFA’s Network Coordinator 
 With N.C.’s interview, I was able to see how SFA, at the state-level, is able to 
support the creation and maintenance of sustainable farming communities even though 
the state does not directly establish them. Instead, SFA provides resources so that local 
chapters are able to focus on their own needs rather than working to address state-level 
requirements as a nonprofit organization. In addition, the relationship between the state-
level SFA and local chapters is not one way – the local chapters also influence the state 
organization. For example, members of the local chapters choose the curriculum for the 
state-level conferences. 
According to N.C., the state SFA also sets a tone with how the entire organization 
should function by providing community and educational events that give guidance to 
the local SFA chapters. At the same time, the local chapters have some degree of diversity 
within the organization’s framework. 
I also gathered from this interview how important it is for the state-level to partner 
with other organizations that can help promote their community network. 
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Lastly, I recognized a theme in N.C.’s interview that will become a common theme 
with the following interviews – the desire to network with and convert industrial farmers. 
Overview of Crow River Region and Crow River SFA Chapter 
In this section, I briefly review the region of the Crow River Chapter. I follow this 
by identifying the specific themes that emerged from interviews with Crow River Chapter 
members. These themes include: how the Crow River Chapter is able to maintain its 
organization and partner with other communities because of an event known as the 
Garlic Festival, what members believe are challenges to forming sustainable farming 
communities in their area, and finally, why/how the Crow River Chapter is seeking new 
and younger members. 
The Crow River region is situated within the northernmost part of Minnesota’s 
Corn Belt and spans the counties that make up the Crow River Watershed – i.e. Carver, 
Wright, McLeod, and Meeker counties (USDA, 2012; Hart and Zeigler, 2008). Large 
industrial farms, over 1,000 acres, dominate this area with most of its cropland devoted to 
corn or soybeans (USDA, 2012; Hart and Zeigler, 2008). The Crow River region is also just 
west of Minnesota’s largest metropolitan area, Minneapolis/St. Paul, which locals refer to 
as the Twin Cities. 
SFA’s Crow River Chapter is one of the oldest in the organization. It began in the 
mid 1990’s among a group of small-scale farmers. Today, there are at least 100 members 
which include farmers, producers, consumers, and supporters. I interviewed four 
members of the Crow River Chapter. They are labeled as Participant 1, Participant 2, 
Participant 3, and Participant 4. 
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Specific Themes from Crow River Interviews 
The Garlic Festival and organizing to grow their sustainable farming 
community. My first experience with SFA’s Crow River Chapter occurred on a Saturday 
in August of 2016 at the 11th annual Garlic Festival at the McLeod County Fairgrounds. To 
meet with N.C. face-to-face, and to gain some favor with SFA, I decided to go as a 
volunteer. At the festival, I was able to observe the thousands of people in attendance and 
the various activities happening around me. The festival featured a tent with locally-
sourced food dishes, an all-day program called “Ask the Expert,” commercial vendors and 
other nonprofits dedicated to local food and agriculture, a dozen or so garlic growers, as 
well as food trucks and musicians throughout the fairgrounds. 
One of the primary reasons for “Garlic Fest” has to do with fact that, relative to 
other SFA chapters, Crow River is close to the Twin Cities. Accordingly, the Crow River 
Chapter consists of farmers/producers that utilize direct-to-consumer methods of food 
distribution. Specifically, they aim to supply local foods to CSA subscribers, restaurants, 
schools, hospitals, food coops, and farmers markets located in and around the metro area. 
Hence, Garlic Fest is largely intended to bring attention to the Crow River region as a 
local food hub for central Minnesota. 
Garlic Fest is the main focus of the Crow River Chapter and takes the entire year to 
plan. Yet, by organizing such a substantial event, the chapter is able to accomplish many 
things including: creating an interest in SFA among the local farming community, 
building partnerships with other community groups, and providing opportunities that 
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benefit SFA members and non-members alike. Ultimately, this all works to promote the 
local food market for the Crow River region and supports local/sustainable food 
enterprises in their area. 
           Two of the Crow River members I interviewed – local farmers Participant 1 and 
Participant 2 – had discovered SFA through Garlic Fest. Their stories exemplify how, by 
means of the festival, the Crow River Chapter is able to grow membership and reinforce 
SFA’s community network locally. For Participant 1, their first time at Garlic Fest: 
...was such a fun day. Such a great event and such a good focus that I wanted to get 
to know more about them and that's when I turned in my first membership form and 
joined up officially at the Garlic Festival – about 4 years ago. 
Since then, Participant 1 has volunteered as the admissions coordinator and as a presenter 
for “Ask the Expert” at the festival. 
Participant 2, on the other hand, dove right into volunteering their first year: 
So we volunteered and then they had a meeting after the fact and everybody had an 
opportunity to say how things went… I like to be organized, I like to think about 
things, have a plan – this, that, and whatever. And I wrote up a bunch of stuff and 
then they said well, "OK, how would you like to be in charge of admissions next 
year?" So, I said "OK, I'll try that," and I did it for nine years. 
Both Participant 1 and Participant 2 felt encouraged to get involved in SFA because of 
Garlic Fest and, eventually, became even more invested as Crow River Chapter board 
members. This shows how SFA can inspire individuals to support local/sustainable food 
production in ways that engage them civically (Putnam, 2000). 
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The Crow River Chapter also forms partnerships with other local community 
groups through the festival. Specifically, their chapter works with the local boy scouts 
troop, 4-H club, and the local extension service. According to Participant 1: 
When people first come to the Garlic Festival, I'm the admissions coordinator, so I've 
got a team there that's taking money and giving directions. Then they drive ahead to 
the boy scouts and they're the ones with the flags that are directing everyone where 
to park and they collect a dollar from each car that comes in. It's been a great 
partnership. They are happy to work and they get a little money for their efforts. 
Then the 4-H kids are in charge of zero-waste. They make sure people sort out their 
compostables and recyclables at all the garbage sites. And then there's another 
group this year, the Wright County Extension Agency, and they hosted the "Ask the 
Expert" stage. So, that's another good connection that we’ve made through the Garlic 
Festival. 
Not only do these partnerships help to make Garlic Fest happen, they also encourage 
other groups – who may or may not be associated with sustainable agriculture – to 
support SFA’s causes. For instance, extension offices are famous for teaching industrial 
farming practices. However, at the Garlic Festival’s “Ask the Expert,” their organization 
hosted presenters that spoke on such sustainable farming subjects as: gardening for bees 
and other pollinators, how to grow a square foot garden, Deep Winter Greenhouses, and 
operating a local farm and business. 
Lastly, Garlic Fest generates thousands of dollars for the Crow River Chapter each 
year, which members put toward additional cooperative endeavors. Recently, they used 
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some of this money to fund a project for processing local ketchup. Participant 4 explains 
why this project had to end, but how it lead the Crow River Chapter to start their own 
grant program: 
Basically, we found that it's just not financially viable at this point. The amount that 
you have to make, the cost, it doesn't make up how much you can sell a bottle of 
ketchup for. It was a learning experience just to see what needs to be done to get 
where we want to be and I think that's where the grant proposal came from was, 
"OK, let's go to other people and see what they're willing to do and then provide them 
with some of the financial support that they need to get those projects going” 
Crow River members learned from the local ketchup experience and, in keeping with 
their values, pivoted to providing financial support for other potentially viable projects. 
What I observed then is that while they might not benefit from this grant directly, they 
believe helping others will further their common interests as local farmers/producers and 
as consumers (Putnam, 2000). 
Struggles with forming a sustainable farming community. Although Garlic 
Fest is a successful community event, Crow River members still identify challenges when 
it comes to supporting an active sustainable farming community. The large expanses of  
land used for commodities and other types of production result in far distances between 
both industrial and sustainable farmsteads, making it less likely that farmers will socialize 
or help one another. Participant 1 argues that this remoteness has inhibited the efficiency 
of their small-scale vegetable farm: 
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The area we live in is mostly conventional corn, and a lot of berry farms, but a lot of 
corn and soybeans and alfalfa… just a lot of really large land holdings and so our 
neighbors, even the neighbors that we have, are pretty spread out... Connecting with 
farmers our age especially is hard and connecting with farmers that care about how 
they treat the land and how they manage their farms has been slow to come by... it's 
a half hour pretty much just to get to anyone else who's doing what we're doing. It's 
hard, you can't really share tools with anyone and it's pretty restricted to share ideas 
and resources and brainstorming with anyone because of how isolated it is here. 
Participant 2 shares similar feelings of isolation, but is skeptical whether much can be 
done given the amount of landtheyneeds to raise their grass-fed cattle. Even after making 
friendships with other SFA members, Participant 2 remains very independent as a farmer: 
You know, you go to the annual meeting, and there's a lot of decent folks there, and 
interesting information, but everything is so far away. You know, the people that are 
doing what I'm doing – it's pretty limited in this area. 
Participant 2 also questions the utility, or likelihood, of community-building between 
different kinds of farmers/producers: 
I'd like to see more interaction, but like I say, the vegetable farmers aren't going to be 
that interested in a grazing operation and vice versa. Not that they shouldn't be, or 
that we shouldn't be, but, it's kinda tough. 
As an organic vegetable grower, Participant 3’s experiences support Participant 2’s 
argument. Participant 3 explains: 
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The Crow River Chapter has an event at the Mill City Farmers Market called Graze 
Fest, which apparently is a very good thing, but Mill City Farmers Market is on a 
Saturday – where am I on Saturdays? I am not going to give up my market to go to 
the Mill City Market to talk about grazing animals. Yes, I have a few animals and I’ve 
learned a little bit about that, but I don't need to go to Graze Fest thank you very 
much. 
In regard to networking with other farmers/producers, and from what I could understand 
from the statements by Participant 2 and Participant 3, the kind of operation each person 
manages matters – as well as whether they can share any valuable knowledge. 
Networking becomes even more complicated as farmers have to manage their time 
wisely. For example, Participant 3 once hosted two farm tours for the Crow River Chapter, 
but was disheartened when only six people showed up to their first and then only two to 
the second. Again, these tours were both scheduled on Saturdays, which is the day 
Participant 3 normally sells their produce and earns their living at a farmers market in the 
Twin Cities. 
Participant 1 also acknowledges that timing is an issue for most farmers, but 
asserts that the Crow River Chapter should focus, even more so, on community-building – 
especially with the local community in the Crow River region: 
Well the hard part about a group of farmers is that we're all incredibly busy at the 
same time. I wish we did more social events. I wish we did more educational farm 
tours and things, but we almost need a full-time staff person that isn't farming to set 
that up. So, it's finding that balance of being grassroots and volunteer-based, but 
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also doing things… I wish we made more connections through the community like 
cooking classes for instance or nutrition classes and teaching seminars. “You have 
your CSA box, what do you do with all the vegetables?” – things like that.  I think this 
would connect us more, so we wouldn't be so farmer specific, and we would have 
more tie-ins to the local community. 
My observation is that SFA provides a frame in which networks can take shape, but it is 
up to members themselves to organize and engage in them. Not surprisingly, this can be 
a challenge for some members because of distance, busy schedules with farming, and the 
fact that many SFA members also work full-time jobs that are off the farm. Moreover, 
members have different opinions on how specific or exclusive their networks should be 
and who they should serve. 
Seeking new and younger membership. This finding was not particularly 
common among Crow River interviews, however, I found it to be a significant insight 
regarding SFA’s state and chapter level operations. Participant 4 is the youngest board 
member of the Crow River Chapter, and according to them, this was intentional: 
So I got that internship working for (N.C.) and, in the fall, they approached me 
because they were looking for new board members. Specifically, younger board 
members because, well, as part of the Sustainable Farming Association they need 
people to carry that on. 
N.C. is a prominent figure in SFA – interview participants mentioned their name multiple 
times and across chapters. N.C.’s objective to sustain SFA through new membership – 
specifically by inviting a young person like Participant 4 to join the Crow River board – 
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aligns with characteristics of effective leaders that can uphold entire state, and sometimes 
national, associations by mentoring local chapter members (Skocpol et al., 2000).  
Participant 4 sees their role as an important one too as they tries to contribute an 
outsider’s perspective. She also believes that SFA needs more new members to continue 
on as a grassroots institution: 
There was a point earlier in the year where some people were upset – they thought 
we’re losing sight of our grassroots and not really accomplishing as many grassroots 
initiatives. So I think we just need some fresh ideas and more people that want to 
organize some events because Garlic Fest takes up everyone’s time. There’s just not 
as much time for field days or something like that. That’s kind of farming in general. 
It just needs some new energy. 
Participant 4 and Participant 1, who are both younger members of the chapter, wish to 
branch out and expand their network – either by getting more people involved in their 
organization or connecting more with the local community. This contrasts with the older 
Crow River members, Participant 2 and Participant 3, who wish to keep their social 
connections separated by operations. 
Summary of Crow River Chapter 
From the Crow River interviews, I was able to recognize multiple ways in which 
their group creates and maintains its sustainable farming community. The most 
prominent way being through the Garlic Festival, which helps the chapter to build their 
reputation throughout the region, attract local farmers, and build partnerships with other 
community groups. 
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I also learned from these interviews that timing is a significant issue for most 
farmers. Therefore, SFA members have to spend their free time in whatever way they see 
as most productive. For some Crow River members, this means spending time networking 
with other farmers that will provide them with valuable information or resources; for 
other members, this time should be spent growing the network so that they can connect 
more with the local community. 
Lastly, I found that a unique strength of the Crow River Chapter is that they have 
N.C. as one of their members who, in addition to being a leader at the state-level, applies 
their leadership skills to a local chapter group as well. 
Overview of Greater Mille Lacs Region and Greater Mille Lacs SFA Chapter 
In this section, I discuss the themes that I associate with the Greater Mille Lacs 
Chapter. Specifically, how their chapter publicly promotes local farmers/producers 
through their organization, how the chapter acts as a support network, and the 
unexpected, but highly valued, diversity of the chapter. 
Greater Mille Lacs is about 100 miles due north of the Twin Cities. It covers both 
Aitkin and Crow Wing counties. Local farmers depend on wealthy retirees and people 
from the Twin Cities to buy their produce and other goods. Unlike the state’s Corn Belt, 
where Crow River and Cannon River are located, this region has less industrial farming 
and members are becoming more confident that there is a growing market for local and 
sustainably-produced foods in their area. 
The Greater Milles Lacs Chapter is one of the newest groups to join SFA. They 
formed among local farmers/producers almost two years ago and have around 25 
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members. For my examination of their chapter, I interviewed current five members – they 
are labeled as Participant 5, Participant 6, Participant 7, Participant 8, and Participant 9. 
Specific Themes from Greater Mille Lacs Interviews 
What first intrigued me about the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter was how little effort 
it took for members to organize as a group. In fact, how they all came together, supports 
the notion that proximity and common friendships can lead individuals to participate in 
collective and civic action (Putnam, 2000). Participant 5 states:  
We had a group of farmers that were like-minded and we were all trying to do this 
sustainable farming thing, but we were all doing it individually – going to SFA events 
or different organic events. As we got to know each other, we were sharing 
information and helping each other out with projects. We also started getting 
together for a regular potluck. And then, a couple of the guys started going to SFA 
conferences and learning more about what an SFA membership means. Basically, we 
had a group already, and we had one of the SFA board members, or someone, come 
and talk to us about the benefits of actually being a chapter in the group. So I guess 
it was the community, the sharing, the fun that we had with each other, education, 
all of that, that we were doing individually and it's more fun when you do it together. 
SFA was the umbrella that we fit under. It just made sense for us to become an 
official chapter. 
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Promoting local farms through the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter. Since 
Greater Mille Lacs began as a chapter, members have noticed an increase in the local 
community’s awareness of their farms as well as a rise in economic opportunities. 
Participant 6, the chapter’s president, attributes some of this success to the very first 
annual conference their chapter held, which made the group known to individuals and 
organizations across Aitkin County: 
There were 82 people that attended the conference and I think it was a great resource 
for a lot of local businesses to get in on farm to institution. It was integral for getting 
the hospital to start their own farm to institution program and a lot of us farmers 
have benefited from that. 
Additionally, their chapter works with the farm to school program at Aitkin’s elementary 
school and has established a useful connection with their county as well. 
Participant 6 also suspects that, just by having an organization, the Greater Mille 
Lacs Chapter is able to promote the reputation of local farmers and act as a resource for 
the public. For example, when a natural foods store in the town of Aitkin – Gramma’s 
Pantry – was considering growing their local business, the owner’s knowledge of the 
Greater Mille Lacs Chapter prompted them to move forward: 
Gramma's pantry did an expansion earlier this summer and one of their 
contingencies for doing the expansion was if they could get more reliable produce 
vendors. And I think our chapter had a lot of influence with that because they could 
say, “Yeah, there's this group of farmers, they have the organization, these are what 
their products are”… it spreads a kind of sense of community – that there's a strong 
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group of farmers out there, so people can do things like expand their grocery store, 
or the farmers market can make sure they have the right coverage for their members 
because someone's watching out for them and that sort of thing. 
For the local community, the chapter’s influence helps build the local food market and, 
indirectly, serves as a safeguard for farmers to ensure that they are being treated fairly. 
Participant 7 explains how they and other farmers have personally benefitted from 
promotion through the chapter: 
Most of us are part of the farm to school or farm to hospital type thing where we're 
selling produce directly to areas that are wanting to promote more healthy farm-type 
living. Like even now, today, I had someone call me from social services that wants 
some fresh tomatoes for tomorrow, so they're giving the tomatoes out as a gift… it's 
definitely gotten my name out there. We actually even promote one another when 
there's things that people are looking for. 
Marketing is essential in order for farmers to make a living, but it is also a whole other 
skill that can be tough to master. However, with the creation of the chapter, these 
particular farmers/producers have received a much desired promotional boost. 
Supporting each other’s farming operations. This theme emerged from the 
other chapters as well, but it seemed the most significant among members of the Greater 
Mille Lacs Chapter. Therefore, I felt that I needed to highlight this chapter’s cooperation 
specifically. 
Greater Mille Lacs members cooperate with one another to maintain their farms, 
either by purchasing from each other or by sharing resources such as: knowledge, 
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equipment, labor, and supplies. Homesteaders Participant 8 and Participant 9 feel 
compelled to support their fellow chapter members as they recognize their own 
dependence on others. Participant 8 states: 
We try to buy our products from them [other chapter members] as much as we can. 
If we want pigs, we're looking to them first. Or if I want vegetables, I'm looking to 
them first. And that's a really good thing... And knowledge too. Matt, my cousin that 
I didn't really know before, has turned out to be one of the smartest people I've ever 
run across, so that's really neat. And we call each other for advice, and just learn a 
lot. 
Participant 9 adds: 
Yes, if we have a sick goat, or just a sick animal, we talk amongst our group. It 
doesn't matter what kind of animal it is. People have sheep or goats or pigs or 
whatever and just the knowledge that flows amongst us all is just amazing. 
By and large, most of my interview participants relied on other SFA members for advice 
with their animals. Many of them also spoke of wanting to raise their animals with 
compassion, which can be difficult to do on one’s own. 
Participant 5, for example, owns equipment that allows groups of individuals to 
butcher a few hundred chickens quickly – with little to no suffering. Chapter members 
often go to their farm on weekends to work and process their birds: 
This weekend we’re butchering chickens – it's our last batch. We have our own 
processing equipment – scalder, plucker, and stainless steel table under a tent. I only 
have 40 birds left to butcher, but I have two other farming friends who have birds 
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that need to be processed, so they’re going to bring their birds over and that gives us 
the full morning. Both of them are bringing food too because we always have lunch 
afterwards for the crew.  
For chicken to be sold in stores, it has to be processed at a USDA certified slaughter 
facility. These facilities come with regulations that make processing very unpleasant for 
the animals. Alternatively, if farmers are selling their chickens directly to friends or 
family, they can process the birds themselves. Thus, Participant 5’s farm is a resource for 
other farmers who wish to butcher their chickens more humanely. 
The above exemplifies one of Greater Mille Lacs’ strengths, as well as how it 
maintains its community, as local farmers pool resources in order to help each other with 
farming and production. This network becomes especially handy when farmers must 
address problems that arise unexpectedly. Participant 7 states: 
I only have maybe a couple of calves a year – max – and so far I've had all girls except 
for this year. So I had one little boy that needed to get taken care of. Luckily, I was 
able to get some equipment from another farmer because I don't really need to go 
out and buy all that equipment for that one little boy. 
With small-scale farms, purchasing equipment is not always economically justified. 
Therefore, sharing resources avoids unnecessary costs and keeps farmers from going into 
debt.  
Lastly, Participant 6 discusses how the chapter’s local network has opened up their 
own possibilities with production, particularly for their bread making business: 
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It's brought an awareness to different products that I wouldn't have thought about. 
Some of my breads, I do a cranberry wild rice bread, and I'm only using local 
cranberries, local wild rice, and local maple syrup – all from different farmers – right 
here in Aitkin County. As well as the grain. And local eggs too. 
As farms cannot provide all the materials they need for production, they must turn to 
other kinds of farmers/producers for supplies. The Greater Mille Lacs Chapter creates 
these connections, which allows members to exchange the items they need. This is 
another way members are supporting one another’s operations as well as stimulating the 
local food economy – including enterprises such as Participant 6’s locally-sourced breads. 
Diversity of members. This finding was remarkable considering that most rural 
areas outside of the Twin Cities are known for being politically and socially conservative. 
Yet, based on my interviews, the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter contains a diverse spectrum 
of members that possess different political views, religious beliefs, and lifestyles – a 
circumstance that members respect and enjoy. Participant 8 states:  
I may have mentioned it at the meeting you were at – that it's such a diverse group. 
There's some religious differences, there's obviously age differences, some lifestyle 
differences – some pretty dramatic ones. However, everybody is very accepting of 
other people's choices whether they choose to go to church or not or whatever it is. 
Everybody just gets along great. It's really, really neat to see. Back when we were 
your age, things were not like this. 
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Additionally, there is an interesting dynamic happening between the young and older 
farmers of the chapter wherein the younger farmers are acting as the mentors of the 
group. According to Participant 8: 
The young people really inspire our enthusiasm. A lot. Even though a lot of the group 
is older people like us, but, like [younger members], they're so enthusiastic it's just 
infectious. Hope and enthusiasm. I can't emphasize that enough. I am so hopeful for, 
especially the young ones, to make a go of things. 
The heterogeneous nature of the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter demonstrates how mutually-
supportive relationships can develop between diverse individuals. Though Greater Mille 
Lacs members certainly bond as small-scale farmers/producers, they also bridge across 
social divides. This inclusivity also appears to be broadening peoples’ “sense of identity” 
with others as Participant 8 is hopeful that the younger SFA members will be just as, if 
not more successful, as them. 
Summary of Greater Mille Lacs Chapter 
Members established the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter because they already had a 
group of farmers/producers interested in sustainable farming in their area. However, as 
an official group, I believe these SFA members have achieved much more than what they 
could have as just individuals. Their community has legitimized local farmers/producers 
in the area while also providing a safety net for farmers that offers them resources – such 
as education, help with labor, equipment, and trade for local goods. 
And, like the Crow River Chapter, Greater Mille Lacs is better able to maintain and 
enhance their community through the partnerships they have with other local 
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community groups and institutions – i.e. Aitkin County, the hospital, elementary school, 
and local natural food store. 
I also found it interesting that within their very traditional local community, 
Greater Mille Lacs members have created a new community based on their common 
identities as local farmers/producers. Not only does this give these individuals a sense of 
belonging, which they might not have had through other means, but it also broadens 
members’ “community identities” as members come from different walks of life.  
Lastly, during interviews, Greater Mille Lacs members brought up how timing is a 
challenge for them, too. This is only worsened by the fact that their organization is very 
new. Thus, they are currently working to solidify their organization’s structure and 
routines so that their chapter can continue to function without certain members having 
to invest too much time in the future. 
Overview of Cannon River Region and Cannon River SFA Chapter 
My interviews and observations of the Cannon River Chapter are not as extensive 
compared to Crow River or Greater Mille Lacs. As a result, this section focuses more so on 
the experiences of two Cannon River Chapter members rather than summarizing the 
entire chapter. In this section, I discuss the current shape of the chapter and its location, 
what these two members have gained from being part of the Cannon River Chapter 
community, and lastly, their specific relationship with the state-level SFA. 
I was not able to determine who started the Cannon River Chapter or their reasons 
why, but according to my interview participants, it was one of the first chapters that 
began with SFA. It is around the same size as the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter with about 
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20 members. However, I learned that Cannon River’s participation has declined over the 
last few years and that the group has been much more active with members in the past.  
The Cannon River Chapter is located in south central Minnesota – just west of the 
Mississippi River. It covers the counties within the Cannon River watershed, i.e. Goodhue, 
Steele, Rice, LeSueur, Dakota, Scott, and Dodge counties. Like Crow River, the Cannon 
River region is part of Minnesota’s Corn Belt. 
I interviewed two members from the Cannon River Chapter. They are labeled as 
Participant 10, who is also Cannon River’s delegate for the state SFA, and Participant 11. 
Participant 10 and Participant 11 are also partners who live and work together on the same 
farm while raising diverse livestock. 
Participants’ Experiences with the Cannon River Chapter 
As new farmers and new SFA members, Participant 10 and 11 have had little 
experience organizing with the Cannon River Chapter. Yet, they do feel that they have 
made connections because of the group and that this has benefited them as both 
consumers and producers. Participant 10 states: 
We’ve gotten to know what other farmers are offering, so that allows us a broader 
range of local products to consume and promote to other people – just the whole 
idea of buying locally… Maybe you’re looking to buy some straw or chickens. We 
have an email distribution that includes more than just our members – farmers in 
this area within a 45-mile radius. 
Similar to the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter, Cannon River also has an established network 
of local farmers that exchange food and supplies with one another. Again, this encourages 
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members to support each other's farming operations as well as other farmers not involved 
in SFA. 
Also, with less people farming these days, it can be difficult to find help with farm 
labor – especially for small-scale or organic farms. This is another reason why the network 
is valuable to Cannon River members. Participant 10 states: 
We help each other out. A couple of members that we’re closer to – we go over to 
their farm and help them with chores. They haven’t helped us yet, but they’re willing 
to... If you go away for a night and need somebody to do your chores... That’s what 
having a community is. People that are doing something similar, like farming – 
that’s really important. 
Participant 11 adds: 
And I think that’s something that’s been generationally forgotten – people helping 
their neighbor. 
Participant 10:  
Yeah if you talk to the older farmers they’ll tell you about, “Oh yeah we all used to 
get together and thresh hay!” 
Not long ago farm families in rural Minnesota relied on one another to successfully run 
their farms. As Participant 10 and 11 assist their fellow chapter members, they are 
recreating those bonds that were once so prevalent and vital among Minnesota farmers. 
More so, they believe that other chapter members will help them as well. This indicates 
how norms of reciprocity and mutual obligation exist between individuals within the 
Cannon River Chapter. 
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Participants’ Involvement with the State SFA 
One of Participant 10 and 11’s mentors had recommended that they check out SFA 
before getting started with their farm. Participant 11 states: 
Originally people were telling us to go to the Land Stewardship Project and take their 
Farm Beginnings class. But we had very little experience under our belts. We were 
wet behind the ears and no dirt under our nails. I personally – and I think Tiff was in 
the same boat – we couldn’t conceptualize if we were going to do chicken, or duck, or 
cow, or pigs. It was all just theoretical. It would have all been theoretical on paper, 
and I’ve never seen that work correctly. Nothing seems to go by the book. So we 
wanted to have a little more knowledge of – what are issues that we’re going to run 
across? What is feed cost? Practical usage. 
Participant 10 and 11 enrolled in SFA’s Farm Skills 101, which is a beginner’s course to 
livestock production that follows sustainable principles and requires people to go outside 
and do the work. Participant 11’s reflections on why they began with Farm Skills, as 
opposed to other programs, affirms what N.C. said were SFA’s intentions with beginning 
education for farmers – to provide people with a true and tangible sense of farming. 
Consequently, Farm Skills shaped how Participant 10 and 11 designed their farm for 
their livestock. Participant 10 states: 
From Farm Skills, we learned things like different fencing methods. And we knew we 
were getting pigs, but we didn’t know how we were going to... 
Participant 11: 
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We were under the impression that we were going to use a hog panel, and keep them 
stationary, but then we learned other fencing options and that changed. 
I visited their farm last fall to conduct our interview. While there, I got to observe their 
chickens, turkeys, goats, and of course, their free-range pigs. 
Participant 10 and 11 have stayed engaged with the state-level SFA by attending 
workshops, held by the state’s Deep Roots program, in addition to attending their annual 
conferences. While the couple is currently trying to become more involved with their 
local chapter, they still feel a sense of community because of the state-level. Participant 10 
explains: 
Right now we focus a lot on the local chapter and what that offers, but we’ve found a 
larger community out of the state SFA, and connecting with people in different areas 
of the state. It just opened our eyes to other communities and what they’re doing and 
even more resources than just the people in our area. New ideas and other resources. 
Though the Cannon River Chapter is not bustling with activity at this time, Participant 10 
and 11’s relationship with the state SFA illustrates how the association is able to keep up 
its membership and support sustainable farmers regardless of local chapter conditions.  
Participant 10 and Participant 11’s experiences as SFA members also shows the 
benefit of having a translocal organization as they were able to take advantage of the 
“bond of membership” with other sustainable farmers in different areas of the state 
(Skocpol et al., 2000). 
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Summary of Participants’ Experiences with Cannon River Chapter/State SFA 
Based on my interview with both Participant 10 and Participant 11, I determined 
that Cannon River is currently experiencing a lull. But, like the Greater Mille Lacs 
Chapter, Cannon River members still support one another as farmers through reciprocal 
acts which keeps their community intact. 
It is also significant that Participant 10 and 11 are able to gain a sense of community 
through the state SFA, its educational programs, and the different SFA members they 
have met who live throughout the state. Again, this shows how the state-level can engage 
local members and maintain a statewide community network. 
Lastly, with guidance from the state-level, I believe that Participant 10 and 
Participant 11 maintain a potential for the Cannon River Chapter to become more active in 
the future. Similar in the way that N.C. is a key leader for the Crow River Chapter, 
Participant 10 as a state delegate could fulfill a leadership for the Cannon River Chapter. 
Themes in Common 
The following are themes that emerged throughout interviews across SFA 
chapters, which also strongly related to my theoretical frameworks. These themes 
include: reasons why members use sustainable farming practices, sense of community 
and social support among members, education, local civic and democratic practices, 
farming practices vs. farming politics, and networking with industrial farmers. 
My purpose with this section is to demonstrate that, although SFA members live 
and work within different regions of the state, there is still uniformity among the 
organization regarding their beliefs, values, how they organize, and the effects. I believe 
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this shows cohesion between the state and local chapters in regard to the kinds of 
communities they build, how these communities create and maintain more sustainable 
methods of farming, and the strengths and challenges of their work. 
Reasons Why Members Use Sustainable Farming Methods 
Asking this question informed me of my interview participants’ interests as 
farmers/producers, as well as their values as individuals. Each of the SFA members I 
interviewed believes, above all things, that practicing sustainable agriculture is better for 
the environment and, ultimately, the right thing to do. Their methods of farming are thus 
equivalent to a moral act in which one is devoted to protecting and preserving the land 
for others.  
This aligns with Bellah et al.’s (2008) theoretical argument that for a voluntary 
association to truly be effective in society, its members must possess values that go 
beyond their own self-interest. Additional reasons SFA members give for farming 
sustainably include that it is more economically feasible for small-scale production, it 
allows them to interact more and collaborate with nature, and it provides healthy food for 
their families. 
Sense of Community and Social Support among Members 
Social relationships in rural areas is already a challenge for most farmers. 
According to SFA members, it becomes even more challenging when one manages a 
small-scale or sustainable operation. Of the people that continue to farm in Minnesota, 
not many of them are focused on sustainable or “more natural” methods, therefore, it is 
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rare that SFA members are able to bond with other farmers around them over farming 
practices.  
Since words of encouragement and help with farming can be hard to come by, SFA 
helps create community for these individuals by providing the opportunities for them to 
connect with like-minded people. This function of SFA’s fulfills Putnam’s (2000) assertion 
that voluntary associations create social capital as members have formed mutually 
supportive and trusting relationships through their interactions with fellow members. 
Interview participants also appreciate belonging to a community, and the social 
support that comes with it, regardless of whether or not it relates to agriculture. I was 
able to witness and feel part of the SFA community during my experiences with the Crow 
River and Greater Mille Lacs Chapters.  
For example, at the Crow River Chapter board meeting, I was invited to dinner at 
one of the board member’s houses. Our host, a restaurateur and chef, had prepared a 
generously large meal with baked white fish, garlic mashed potatoes, salad, and 
homemade bread. While each of the 10 board members filled their plates, and took their 
seats around the table, the thought of a large family dinner came to mind.  
Bellah et al. (2008) and Putnam (2000) argue that Americans today are less 
connected and trusting of each other than ever before. In particular, Bellah et al. (2008) 
argue that to remedy this problem we must reacquaint ourselves with symbols – i.e. 
experiences – that show us our interconnectedness with each other. During the dinner at 
the Crow River Chapter board meeting, I witnessed connections being made between 
members and even felt myself become part of their group. Sitting down and “breaking 
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bread” was an experience that undoubtedly promoted feelings of togetherness and 
sociability. 
Education  
Education is one of the main objectives of SFA, and as such, helps shape the 
purpose and activities of their communities. For example, SFA members frequently host 
farm tours for their fellow chapter members. Normally, members who host the tours 
highlight specific aspects of their farm while visitors get to learn new or different skills. 
The primary reasons for these tours are to educate and inspire members to try out new 
sustainable ideas.  
Before the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter held their board meeting in August of 2016, 
Participant 7 hosted a farm tour. Participant 7, who makes herbal lotions and soaps as 
part of their farm’s production, led an activity that involved foraging for plants and herbs 
while learning about their medicinal properties. As the group, nine of us in total, foraged 
around Participant 7’s farm for plantain, dandelion, and yarrow, Participant 7, and 
Participant 5, lectured on how best to gather each of the plants’ leaves and what they 
could be used for. We also made tinctures inside Participant 7’s house after we had 
harvested our plants.  
Throughout the lesson, Participant 7 and 5 communicated a message about 
nurturing oneself with natural resources while also holding reverence for the land. This 
experience ultimately gave me greater insight into what N.C. had called the “wisdom of 
community education” during their interview.  
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I believe that SFA members’ determination to spread knowledge through their 
communities is representative of the organization’s culture as well. Members act to 
educate anyone and to learn from anyone willing to teach. Again, I think this aligns with 
Bellah et al. (2008) because SFA members have developed their own “community 
tradition” wherein everyone is meant to benefit from this education and not just the 
individual. 
Local Civic and Democratic Practices  
Though SFA does not get involved politically, their organizational structure and 
routines allow members to be civically active within their local communities and practice 
skills associated with institutional democracy – which Putnam (2000) and Skocpol et al. 
(2000) both argue are functions of effective voluntary associations. 
All but one of my interview participants were, or had been, on their chapter’s 
board – meaning that each of them had held some type of leadership role in SFA and had 
engaged in these skills. At both the Crow River and Greater Mille Lacs Chapter board 
meetings, I was able to observe their organizational practices in person. 
At the Crow River meeting, most of their agenda focused on the Garlic Festival 
since it was the first meeting after the event. Members came prepared with motions to 
discuss some of the issues that had occurred. As they debated different issues, and 
subsequently resolved them, members motioned to change topics and keep the meeting 
moving. Similar routines occurred at the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter board meeting with 
members deliberating different motions and working to resolve them within the time 
they had.  
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In addition, for both chapter meetings, their state delegates reported out on what 
was happening at the state-level. At the time, SFA’s Executive Director was leaving for 
another nonprofit organization, and as a result, the state SFA was looking to start a 
committee to find a new director with the participation of local chapter members.  
Influenced by Skocpol et al. (2000), I see the role of the state delegate as a way that 
SFA functions as federation with leaders that go between the local level and the state. 
More specifically, the state delegate acts as a channel through which SFA is able to 
maintain communication with their local chapters as well as gain their input. 
Farming Practices versus Farming Politics 
In her book, Foodopoly, Wenonah Hauter argues that the only way to transform 
food systems in the U.S. is by changing government policies that currently promote 
industrial farming while diminishing opportunities for local and sustainable foods to fully 
emerge. Though Hauter (2012) appreciates the “inspirational” work of “healthy food 
projects that are being organized around the country,” she believes that nothing will truly 
be accomplished until we address consolidation and federal policies that affect the entire 
U.S. (Hauter, 2012, p. 296) 
SFA members do believe that opposing industrial agriculture with policy is 
important, however, none of my interview participants are interested in taking up the 
cause themselves. For these particular farmers, it appears that their part in the local food 
movement is to educate and lead the way for others.  
A few of the members also cite other organizations, such as the Land Stewardship 
Project and the Minnesota Farmers Union, which they believe are effectively working to 
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change policies while also bringing their voices to the table. Therefore, SFA members do 
not advocate for policy, but this does mean that they are not doing things to combat 
industrial farming. As N.C. discussed during their interview, SFA is using their abilities to 
network and to educate in order to show industrial farmers a different way of doing 
things.  
Networking with Industrial Farmers 
Bridging social capital denotes relationships between diverse groups of people. 
Putnam (2000) discusses this in regard to people with different social backgrounds, but I 
found I could apply this concept to the “bridging relationships” that SFA members try to 
have with industrial farmers.  
This might be surprising to some since many perceive sustainable farming as the 
ideological opposite of industrial agriculture, but these two things are not so 
diametrically opposed when we consider other factors such as financial stability. Rather 
than bearing hostility toward industrial farmers, SFA members empathize with them. 
They recognize the pressure that comes with owning a farm and what is at stake. 
Yet, there still exists a desire among SFA members to convince industrial farmers to start 
using more sustainable methods. 
Some members have been able to make progress through in-person education and 
demonstrating the positive results of their work. Earlier, I discussed N.C.’s example of 
members advising RDO, a large-scale agribusiness, but some members have also had luck 
changing the minds of their industrial neighbors.  
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Participant 6, from the Greater Mille Lacs Chapter, for example, was able to 
convince a nearby industrial farmer in Aitkin to employ “stacking,” which is a sustainable 
method of farming that involves putting multiple kinds of livestock on the land. This 
farmer has continued to use this method as they have seen how it naturally fertilizes their 
land with little effort. It should be said, however, that these relationships are not very 
common or reciprocal for that matter. Many of my participants report that industrial 
farmers are oftentimes unreceptive to their ideas. 
But, ultimately, SFA members still wish to grow their communities by networking 
and educating others so that they can continue to support and spread sustainable 
practices throughout Minnesota. 
Conclusion of Results and Discussion 
 Through N.C.’s interview, I was able to gain a better understanding of SFA as a 
statewide organization. Specifically, the ways in which their organization is able to 
sustain through the state-level and local chapters’ support of each other. I also learned 
that the state SFA establishes a standard for how the local chapters should carry out SFA’s 
mission, which involves education focused on sustainable farming and 
networking/building community with other farmers. 
 With my analysis of each of the SFA chapters, I observed members’ values as 
sustainable farmers and how they are better able live out those values because of the 
communities they build through their local chapters. These communities, then, create 
and maintain sustainable alternatives by holding educational events, chapter get-
togethers, board meetings, and by reciprocal relationships that support individual SFA 
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members and other farmers. These are all strengths of SFA’s local chapters. Their greatest 
challenge, however, is time and how best to use it.  
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CHAPTER 6 
FINAL CONCLUSIONS OF THE STUDY 
My biggest take away from this research was understanding how organizations can 
build communities through combining grassroots and top down forces that support one 
another. This became clear after I observed the relationship between SFA’s state-level and 
its local chapters. For instance, the state-level SFA has established a framework in which 
local chapters can organize themselves. Yet, these groups still function of within the 
framework of the state SFA and are working toward the same goal – to support and 
develop sustainable farming systems in Minnesota. Local SFA chapters then spread the 
state-level’s influence by representing their organization in various regions. SFA chapter 
members are also a resource for the state SFA as they provide the “community wisdom” 
that their organization uses to educate sustainable farming practices to members and the 
greater public. 
In the current struggle for a better food system, SFA is doing its part by helping to 
develop sustainable practices that are feasible for both producers and consumers – 
therefore giving us concrete alternatives to industrial agriculture. And, though SFA 
members do not advocate for changes to farm policy, it might be the case that future laws 
meant to support sustainable farming will be based, in part, on the kind of work that SFA 
is doing now. SFA has also taken steps with industrial farmers and agribusiness to show 
them a better way of food production and seeing results from this. While the need for 
fierce political activism still exists in order to transform agriculture in the country, SFA is 
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building knowledge and making incremental changes to the current system so that this 
can happen in reality. 
Moreover, SFA members themselves have benefitted from this process. They have 
built communities through their local chapters that have provided them not only with 
agricultural knowledge but with social support and organizational skills that have 
improved their lives as farmers. 
My hope is that I can be involved in something like this myself someday. I was so 
inspired by SFA and what they have accomplished for themselves and the greater public. I 
want to be able to unite people just as effectively. Though this study pertained to 
agriculture, I could see myself doing this in a number of arenas. Whether it be finding 
solutions to health disparities, environmental issues, gender inequalities, racism, 
discrimination, or corruption, I want to stir within people a sense of power that emanates 
from their relationships with others. 
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